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Executive summary 
The Scottish Government is committed to preventing and ending all forms of 
homelessness. However, it is challenging to develop housing and homelessness 
policies without fully understanding people’s experiences and the scale of the 
problem. Some people may experience homelessness or be at risk of 
homelessness but do not appear in official homelessness statistics. This type of 
homelessness is described as hidden homelessness. 

The Scottish Government commissioned RSM UK Consulting LLP (RSM), with 
expert advice from the Institute for Social Policy, Housing, Equalities Research at 
Heriot-Watt University (I-SPHERE)1, to undertake qualitative research into the lived 
experience of hidden homelessness in Scotland.  

The overarching research aims were to: 

• understand the nature of the population experiencing hidden homelessness – 
this included exploring which groups are most affected and how they are 
affected 

• investigate people’s experiences relating to hidden homelessness – for 
example, which circumstances led to or have contributed to their housing 
insecurity? What are the barriers to getting the help they need to avoid or 
resolve homelessness and find stable housing? 

• make policy recommendations to help national and local governments 
improve their understanding of all forms of homelessness – this includes 
recommendations for engaging with people who are currently not being 
reached and ensuring that homelessness and support services are 
accessible to all 

Definition of hidden homelessness 

For the purposes of this study, people are considered to experience hidden 
homelessness when their situation constitutes homelessness, according to the 
legal definition in Scotland, but their situation is not visible in official Scottish 
homelessness statistics. This may be because they have not approached local 
authorities for help; have approached local authorities but decided not to proceed 
with an application for support; or have no recourse to public funds and are 
ineligible for local authority homelessness assistance. 

Methodology 

The research encompassed qualitative fieldwork in the form of interviews and focus 
groups, underpinned by a high-level literature scoping exercise.  

 
1 Represented by Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick and Professor Sarah Johnsen (until September 
2023). 
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The literature scoping work was undertaken to provide important context for the 
research (to establish what was known about hidden homelessness, the support 
available and the current landscape in Scotland), and to inform the development of 
methods for engaging with people whose homelessness is hidden. The qualitative 
research comprised 52 one-to-one interviews: 22 with lived experience participants 
and 30 with third sector participants. Additionally, the researchers conducted one 
local authority focus group, which involved nine participants from seven local 
authorities.  
 
Limitations of the approach 
 
The study was unable to definitively determine if some groups are more likely to 
face hidden homelessness than others as it is not a quantitative study based on 
nationally representative data. The small sample size limits the diversity of 
experiences and perspectives captured. Participants’ experiences were complex 
and fluid, with some moving between visible and hidden homelessness. This meant 
that, at times, it was difficult to determine whether people were specifically referring 
to their experiences of hidden homelessness (before seeking assistance) or 
homelessness more generally. 
 
Findings 

Experiences of hidden homelessness in Scotland are complex and varied. The 
nature of hidden homelessness makes it difficult to understand its true extent. This 
qualitative study provides insights into the perceptions of third sector organisations 
about those most at risk of hidden homelessness. These perceptions are based on 
professional experiences and may reflect the type of services provided and the 
demographics of their clientele.  

Third sector participants identified various groups they perceived to be particularly 
susceptible to hidden homelessness. They described their experiences of 
supporting these groups and provided reasons for their vulnerability to hidden 
homelessness. Groups were not mutually exclusive and participants also described 
ways in which intersectionality of identities or characteristics could impact on lived 
experiences. 

The five groups most cited by third sector participants were: 

• young people – frequently reported as being at the highest risk of hidden 
homelessness, young people face homelessness due to relationship 
breakdown, overcrowding, financial instability, and abuse; they were 
described as often sofa surfing, unaware that they would be considered 
homeless by local authorities or may not know available housing options 

• those who have experienced domestic abuse – domestic abuse was 
described as particularly pertinent for women who often remain in unsafe 
relationships and environments due to anxiety about the homelessness 
system and concerns for their children; immigration status and a lack of 
awareness of rights can also influence the decisions of some women 
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• women – women often experience hidden homelessness due to domestic 
abuse, relationship breakdown, exploitation and complex needs; they may 
exhaust social networks before seeking help or fear encountering violence in 
temporary accommodation 

• minority ethnic groups – minority ethnic groups are more likely to live in 
overcrowded or concealed households than the white majority, with some 
facing language and other barriers which create difficulties in navigating the 
housing system and in securing appropriate housing; some migrants may 
have no recourse to public funds, due to their immigration status, restricting 
their ability to access welfare, housing and homelessness support 

• those in higher or further education (students) – students can face hidden 
homelessness due to housing shortages and affordability issues in university 
locations; they may sofa surf, live in overcrowded households, or remain with 
abusive partners due to a lack of housing 

The research highlighted the circumstances and pathways leading to hidden 
homelessness. Drivers include structural factors such as poverty and inequality, as 
well as social and interpersonal factors including intergenerational homelessness, 
weak social networks, challenging family dynamics, poor health and wellbeing, and 
abuse and exploitation. The drivers of hidden homelessness were found to be 
similar to the drivers of visible homelessness. 

This research has highlighted barriers to seeking assistance from local authority 
homelessness services. While homelessness is largely a structural issue, this work 
set out to understand, among other things, how individuals’ complex experiences 
influenced their desire or ability to seek or receive help, and any barriers they may 
have faced in doing so. The ‘COM-B’ framework (Michie, van Stralen and West, 
2011) was employed in this study to understand and characterise the barriers that 
people experienced, and also to facilitate discussion about the types of 
interventions that may be required to help individuals to overcome these barriers. It 
was not applied with an expectation that the solution(s) to hidden homelessness 
would be individual behaviour change. In line with this framework, barriers were 
categorised as ‘capability’, ‘motivational’ or ‘opportunity’ barriers. An individual's 
experience of one barrier may also influence whether or how they experience 
another barrier.  

The ‘capability’ barriers included: 

• awareness about being in a housing crisis – people often did not 
recognise their precarious living situation as homelessness; this was 
especially pertinent for those who were sofa surfing as they had a ‘roof 
over their heads’ 

• prioritisation of non-housing needs – for some people with complex 
needs, trauma, substance use, and immediate survival often took 
precedence over addressing housing crises 
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• difficulty in advocating for oneself – for some people, factors such as 
mental health, substance use, insufficient follow-up support and a lack of 
confidence made approaching services more intimidating  

The ‘motivational’ barriers included: 

• perceptions of homelessness services – relevant examples included 
perceptions relating to: poor service delivery; the availability of suitable 
housing; cultural considerations; and fear of judgement and discrimination 

• mistrust – past negative experiences with services (homelessness or 
other) fostered mistrust, and undermined people’s motivation for engaging 
with local authority homelessness services  

• the application process – people sometimes considered it a lengthy and 
complicated process, and were unsure what to expect from it, 
discouraging them from applying 

• fear of repercussions – concerns about the negative impact on family or 
friends who had been accommodating people in their hidden situation, 
prevented some people from seeking assistance  

• fear of stigma – both self-stigma and public stigma associated with 
homelessness deterred individuals from seeking assistance 

• worries over loss of autonomy – fear of losing control over their 
circumstances prevented some people from approaching services; 
additionally, some individuals chose not to seek assistance, preferring to 
manage on their own 

The ‘opportunity’ barriers included: 

• poverty – some people in poverty prioritised immediate necessities, such 
as food, over long-term housing solutions 

• digitalisation of the local authority system – lack of digital literacy, skills 
and financial constraints prevented access to homelessness information 
and services  

• lack of affordable housing – the lack of affordable housing and long 
waiting lists discouraged people from seeking help, leading them to rely 
on informal arrangements 

• intergenerational housing instability and normalisation of housing 
instability – housing insecurity was normalised across generations, which 
reduced the sense of urgency to seek assistance 

• lack of good quality and up-to-date information – misunderstandings about 
entitlement for assistance including, for example, outdated information on 
local connection, could deter people from approaching homelessness 
services  

• homelessness service failure to accommodate communication needs – 
language barriers and literacy skills created barriers to accessing services 
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• service accessibility – standard working hours of homelessness services 
conflicted with those of employed people, making it difficult for them to 
access assistance with their application 

This research explored the turning points that prompted individuals to seek 
assistance and find stable housing. Changes in financial security, such as gaining 
or losing employment, significantly influenced decisions to seek housing. Social 
networks and family dynamics also played a key role, with individuals seeking 
assistance after exhausting informal accommodation options or establishing new 
supportive networks. Concerns over the safety of friends and family were drivers to 
seek assistance; some people were driven to seek help due to worries about 
jeopardising others' social security benefits or due to risks to their pet’s safety. 
Changes in health (both physical and mental), or the health needs of children, 
prompted some to seek homelessness assistance. Escalating abuse, especially for 
women, was a turning point for assistance from the local authority homelessness 
service, wherein they described reaching a ‘breaking point’ in their mental health 
due to the emotional impact of the abuse. Lastly, wider support services, including 
primary health care and social care, acted as catalysts for seeking stable housing 
when people became aware of available assistance. 

Discussion 

The research demonstrates the dynamic nature of homelessness, with individuals 
often moving between different living circumstances (or forms of homelessness) at 
different stages in their lives. This makes it difficult to identify the aspects of an 
individual’s experience that are truly unique to hidden homelessness. The drivers of 
hidden homelessness are also similar to the known drivers of homelessness more 
generally, with a combination of structural, individual and interpersonal factors all 
playing a part in explaining why an individual may become hidden homeless.  

There is often no single reason why people remain hidden homeless. Once their 
circumstances are hidden, they may experience a range of barriers which prevent 
them from seeking assistance from their local authority. While some people found a 
route out of hidden homelessness once they overcame these barriers, others 
sought support for other reasons – and often when their circumstances improved or 
worsened in other ways. 

Recommendations for the future 

The report provides seven recommendations to help ensure that homelessness and 
support services are accessible to all. These recommendations are centred on 
making people aware of the different circumstances of homelessness and their 
rights to assistance, and on supporting people with their wider needs that can help 
them to access and maintain stable housing: 
 

• Recommendation 1: Educate and support wider public services that come 
into contact with people experiencing or at risk of hidden homelessness. 
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• Recommendation 2: Support the development of community champions and 
representatives from community groups that come into contact with people 
experiencing or at risk of hidden homelessness. 

• Recommendation 3: Implement screening programmes in schools, colleges 
and universities to identify young people at risk of homelessness. 

• Recommendation 4: Local authorities to use the Joint Strategic Needs 
Assessment to gain a deeper understanding of their communities’ specific 
needs, thus enabling them to provide accessible and effective housing 
services. 

• Recommendation 5: Local authorities to consider expanding or flexing their 
homelessness service opening hours and providing face-to-face support with 
the application process. 

• Recommendation 6: Local authorities to ensure that homelessness services 
meet the diverse needs of different groups. 

• Recommendation 7: Undertake a review of the capacity of homelessness 
services to meet current and anticipated demand, to ensure they have the 
scope to deliver accessible and effective services. 
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1 Introduction  
This report presents findings from qualitative research on housing insecurity and 
hidden homelessness in Scotland. The research was conducted between summer 
2023 and summer 2024. This introductory chapter outlines the research 
background, aims and report structure. 

1.1 Background to housing insecurity and hidden homelessness 
The Scottish Government is committed to preventing and ending all forms of 
homelessness. However, it is challenging to develop housing and homelessness 
policies without fully understanding people’s experiences and the scale of the 
problem. Some people may experience homelessness or be at risk of 
homelessness but do not appear in official homelessness statistics. This type of 
homelessness is described as hidden homelessness.  
 
Hidden homelessness can mean different things to different people. Some people 
use it to mean hidden from public view, even if households are connected with the 
local authority's homelessness service. Others use the term to describe people 
living in insecure housing or at risk of homelessness who are not known to 
homelessness services. The term is also applied inconsistently across the literature 
and most notably, across the international evidence base. One reason is the 
variation in how homelessness is enumerated across different countries. For 
example, in a context where estimates of street homelessness are made using a 
count of rough sleepers carried out at a single point in time, anyone physically 
hidden from view during that count, or experiencing other circumstances of 
homelessness such as sofa surfing or sleeping in a car or tent, would be ‘hidden’ 
from the official statistics. 
 
For the purposes of this study, people are considered to experience hidden 
homelessness when their situation constitutes homelessness, according to the 
legal definition in Scotland, but their situation is not visible in official Scottish 
homelessness statistics. This may be because they have not approached local 
authorities for help, have approached local authorities but decided not to proceed 
with an application for support; or have no recourse to public funds and are 
ineligible for local authority homelessness assistance. 

Capturing information about this population is challenging because of the nature of 
the population. The Scottish Government’s homelessness statistics are based on 
administrative data collected by local authorities while processing homelessness 
applications. Therefore, data is not collected for households who are homeless but 
do not engage with their local authority. As a result, the official homelessness 
statistics do not cover all instances of homelessness in Scotland. 
 

1.2 The research aims and questions 
Against this background, the Scottish Government commissioned RSM UK 
Consulting LLP (RSM) and with expert advice from Institute for Social Policy, 
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Housing, Equalities Research at Heriot-Watt University (I-SPHERE)2 to undertake 
qualitative research into the lived experience of hidden homelessness in Scotland. 

The overarching research aims were to: 

• understand the nature of the population experiencing hidden homelessness. 
– this included exploring which groups are most affected and how they are 
affected 

• investigate people’s experiences relating to hidden homelessness – for 
example, what circumstances led to or have contributed to their housing 
insecurity, and what are the barriers to getting the help they need to avoid or 
resolve homelessness and find stable housing? 

• make policy recommendations to help national and local governments 
improve their understanding of all forms of homelessness – this includes 
recommendations for engaging with people who are not currently being 
reached and ensuring that homelessness and support services are 
accessible to all 

1.3 The report structure 

The remainder of this report is structured as follows:  

• chapter 2 describes the methodology and approach taken to understand 
experiences of hidden homelessness 

• chapter 3 presents an overview of background information  

• chapter 4 explores different circumstances of those experiencing hidden 
homelessness  

• chapter 5 highlights of the characteristics of those experiencing 
homelessness 

• chapter 6 examines routes into homelessness for those experiencing 
hidden homelessness 

• chapter 7 discusses the routes out of hidden homelessness and 
homelessness 

• chapter 8 identifies the barriers to approaching local authority 
homelessness services for assistance  

• chapter 9 identifies the turning points for people in approaching local 
authorities for assistance 

 
2 Represented by Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick and Professor Sarah Johnsen (until September 
2023). 
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• chapter 10 presents a discussion of the findings 

• chapter 11 offers conclusions and recommendations for the future. 
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2 Methodology and approach  
2.1 Introduction and overview  
This chapter provides an overview of how this research was conducted. In 
particular, it provides details of the methodology employed in this study while also 
setting out the approach to recruitment, fieldwork and analysis. It then discusses 
the study’s key ethical considerations and limitations. 

RSM conducted qualitative research in the form of interviews and focus groups, to 
understand the experiences of hidden homelessness in Scotland. The qualitative 
research was underpinned by a high-level literature scoping exercise.  
 
The literature scoping work was undertaken for two reasons: first, to provide 
context to the findings by establishing what is currently known about hidden 
homelessness (and the available support) in Scotland; and second, to inform the 
approach to engaging with people whose homelessness is hidden and the 
development of the research tools. The Scottish Government shared relevant 
documents with the research team, and the researchers also carried out an online 
search to identify recent relevant papers published between 2015 and 2024. Key 
search terms used included ‘hidden homelessness’, ‘housing insecurity’, 
‘homelessness’, ‘prevention’, ‘Scotland’ and ‘core homelessness’. The documents 
consulted ranged from published government documents to publications by third 
sector organisations and academic research. 
 
The qualitative research involved gathering insights from people currently 
experiencing hidden homelessness, those who had previously experienced it, and 
participants from third sector organisations supporting them. Additionally, the 
research captured the perspectives of participants working in local authority 
homelessness services. Such an approach allowed for an in-depth exploration of 
hidden homelessness experiences. This method provided valuable insights into 
how people felt about, understood, and responded to their homelessness and the 
reasons behind it. 
 
In total, the research comprised 52 interviews (22 with lived experience participants 
and 30 with third sector participants). Additionally, the researchers conducted one 
local authority focus group, which involved nine participants from seven local 
authorities.  
 
A Research Advisory Group (RAG) was established to guide and inform the 
research. The RAG comprised academics, local authorities, third sector 
organisations, and those with lived experience of hidden homelessness. A full list of 
the organisations represented on the RAG can be found in Appendix A. 
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2.2 Recruitment 
2.2.1 Third sector participants 
A range of approaches for identifying participants were considered. Following 
consultation with the expert RAG group and consideration of strengths and 
weaknesses of these potential approaches, it was decided to identify participants 
through third sector organisations. Individuals from a list of third sector 
organisations were contacted to participate in this research, with this list drawn up 
after consultation with the RAG, a series of meetings with other key experts in the 
sector, and Scottish Government representatives. Participants from these third 
sector organisations were first interviewed to understand their experiences of 
working with those who experienced hidden homelessness, and then served as 
gateways to recruit people with lived experience of hidden homelessness (see 
below).  
 
The research team adopted a two-pronged approach to identifying appropriate third 
sector participants. Firstly, by engaging with participants from organisations working 
in homelessness, and secondly, engaging with participants from organisations who 
support people described by the literature (both due to their experiences and 
characteristics) as being most at likely to be at risk of hidden homelessness. The 
research team engaged with participants working in the spheres of homelessness, 
domestic abuse and sexual health, as well as participants from organisations 
representing LGBTI people, minority ethnic groups and women.  

2.2.2 People with lived experience 
Recruiting people experiencing hidden homelessness is challenging due to the 
nature of the population. This research included participants who experienced 
hidden homelessness – i.e. whose circumstances appeared to meet the legal 
definition of homelessness and qualified for homelessness support but who were 
not in touch with statutory homelessness services. As it was not always clear who 
might meet this definition, third sector participants were also asked to consider 
people and groups who currently or formerly experienced circumstances that were 
likely to be associated with being ‘hidden’. Literature on hidden homelessness 
suggests that it can be associated with a wide range of circumstances including 
insecure, inadequate and dangerous housing situations such as: 

• sofa surfing – staying with friends, relatives or acquaintances on a 
temporary/insecure basis, typically sleeping on a sofa or floor because 
they have no home of their own 

• unlawful occupation – unlawfully occupying an empty, disused, or 
abandoned property without the permission of the owner 

• overcrowding – living in severely overcrowded conditions3 

 
3 As per Housing (Scotland) Act 1987. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1987/26/section/24
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• concealed households – involuntarily sharing with other households on a 
long-term basis because that household is unable to afford or access 
separate accommodation 

• sex for rent4 - trading sex or forming an unwanted sexual relationship to 
have somewhere to sleep 

• unsafe housing due to domestic abuse – living in a situation that is unsafe 
because of abuse or exploitation perpetrated by other household 
members 

• rooflessness5 - where someone has no home of their own (or, in some 
cases, they have a home but do not wish to be there) and are 
experiencing the following circumstances 
o sleeping outside or in a tent somewhere hidden from public view 
o sleeping in a building not intended for human habitation (e.g. shed, 

barn, derelict building) somewhere hidden from public view 
o sleeping in a car 
o spending the night travelling on public transport (e.g. bus, train) 
o spending the night in places that are open 24 hours a day (e.g. 

transport hubs, fast food restaurants, ‘closes’ or stairwells of 
properties) 

People in these circumstances may meet the definition of homelessness in 
Scotland, but the circumstances can be associated with remaining hidden for 
various reasons. For example, some of the above circumstances may not be 
recognised by those experiencing them as being a form of ‘homelessness’; 
circumstances may enable those who do not wish to be identified or perceived as 
homeless by others to remain concealed; or they may include circumstances where 
people feel unable to leave and seek support, for example where they include 
coercion.  
 
The research team recruited lived experience interviewees through the 
aforementioned third sector organisations and also through recommendations 
made by the RAG. Recruitment of lived experience participants was continuously 
assessed throughout the fieldwork to identify gaps and take a purposive approach 
to recruitment. This strategy had limitations as it meant that participants in the 
research had sought or received support from an organisation at some point. 
Therefore, this research did not capture the experiences of those who had not 
engaged with any support services. Participants were informed about the research 
by relevant third sector organisations and either contacted the research team 
directly or agreed to have their information shared with the research team. No 
potential lived experience participants were contacted without their prior consent. 

 
4 We acknowledge that ‘sex for somewhere to stay’ and ‘survival sex’ are also used in the 
literature. 
5 Some of these forms of rooflessness (e.g. sleeping in buildings not intended human habitation, in 
cars, or on buses/trains) are sometimes classed as ‘rough sleeping’, albeit not everyone/ 
everywhere describes or ‘counts’ them as such. 
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The research collected information about the characteristics and circumstances of 
participants with lived experience. Table 1 shows the characteristics and 
circumstances of the 22 people in the lived experience sample. It should be noted 
that people may be represented more than once in the table. This is due to the fluid 
nature of the different circumstances of hidden homelessness and the intersecting 
and/or multiple characteristics that people may have.6  
 
Because the sample was made up of those who currently or had formerly 
experienced hidden homelessness, this allowed the research to capture 
experiences of those who had overcome barriers to seeking support. However, it 
also means that not all experiences of hidden homelessness occurred at the same 
point in time so some participants may have experienced barriers or engaged with 
services in a way that does not fully represent the current context. 
 

 
6 ‘Intersectionality’ is a term used to describe the interconnected nature of 
social categorisations such as race, class and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, 
which can overlap to create specific combinations of discrimination or disadvantage. 

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=4f9a9e2d02a8a323&sca_upv=1&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB1000GB1000&q=interconnected&si=ACC90nyCA_YIOll8NnE-SsymedG7jDJVbYF9Bhsn8aPX0K56Sp9pbsZSWRZtmFwfPCcSQL45Iy6w0rBu2olus7YuQ0S_RgJJjG_kuX8k3vvC3kjYVHTl-Fk%3D&expnd=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwipgeys1_GHAxWNYUEAHYU5DQIQyecJegQIGxAN
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=4f9a9e2d02a8a323&sca_upv=1&rlz=1C1GCEA_enGB1000GB1000&q=categorizations&si=ACC90nxpFxdyWCcIZH8ciC1crCTUy_9zOYYlm79LrnglTB7PBiUXBvZxesUrJxrfT2HEJMM8LBfXm9M2cnPxWHdymFX5uWFc-_ggn5ucja79U02OYQqBmnk%3D&expnd=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwipgeys1_GHAxWNYUEAHYU5DQIQyecJegQIGxAO
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Table 1: Characteristics and hidden homelessness experiences of the sample 
(n=22) 

Characteristics/ 
circumstances 
of the sample 

Sofa 
surfing 

Concealed 
households 

Hidden 
rooflessness 

Over-
crowding 

Unsafe 
household 
due to 
domestic 
abuse 

Women  3 2 1 1 4 

Men    7 0 0 0 0 

LGBTI 1 0 1 0  0 

Young people  3 0 0 0 0 

Minority ethnic 
people  

0 3 1 0 0 

English as a 
second 
language  

0 3 0 0 0 

Disabled people  0 0 3 0 1 

Prison leavers  1 0 0 0 0 

Experience of 
domestic abuse  

0 0 0 0 4 

Care 
experienced  

1 0 1 0 0 

Experience of 
substance use  

3 0 2 0 0 

Those with 
dependent 
children 

0 1 0 1 2 

Experience of 
visible 
homelessness 

5 0 0 0 0 
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2.2.3 Local authority participants 
The research involved engaging with local authority participants to bring insights to 
the research from the perspective of those providing statutory homelessness 
services. The research team recruited participants from an existing cross-local 
authority group. This enabled the capturing of insights from those working in 
statutory homelessness services in urban and rural areas across Scotland.  

2.3 Approach to fieldwork  
A core team of researchers conducted all interviews and carried out data analysis. 
Depending on participant preference, they conducted interviews through telephone, 
MS Teams, or face-to-face. Two discussion guides shaped the interview structure: 
one for third sector participants, and one for lived experience participants. Similarly, 
a focus group discussion guide structured the questions with local authority 
participants (see Appendix C for all discussion guides). RSM designed these 
guides in consultation with the expert advisor, Scottish Government and the RAG. 
 
The research team piloted the lived experience topic guide with a volunteer who 
had experienced hidden homelessness and now delivers homelessness services. 
RAG members also provided feedback on the research tools. Researchers 
reviewed the discussion guides at the midpoint of data collection and incorporated 
updates to enhance learning on key emerging topics following feedback from the 
RAG.  

2.4 Analysis 
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed with participants’ consent. 
Researchers systematically analysed the content to identify the key themes that 
emerged against the overall research and discussion guide questions. This 
involved a mixed approach of initially inductive thematic analysis, followed by 
deductive analysis using the COM-B framework (see below for more details), 
aligning to existing good practice principles (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Researchers 
extracted key points and illustrative verbatim comments. Themes and emerging 
findings were recorded in Excel.  
 
The analysis process included several quality assurance measures. A senior 
researcher reviewed the data and ensured the synthesis of findings. Emerging 
findings were shared with the academic advisor and the RAG to triangulate findings 
across multiple sources and test emerging findings with experts in the field. A 
workshop was also held with the internal Scottish Government project team to 
ensure credibility and dependability of findings. This approach ensured the data 
analysis was as rigorous and balanced as possible. Additionally, the approach was 
flexible, allowing connections across different themes or sub-themes and 
interpretive insight. 
 
The analysis stage also incorporated findings from the literature review (presented 
in chapter 3) by examining where findings either corroborated or challenged 
previous studies.  
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The analysis drew on behaviour change theory and used the COM-B framework 
(Michie, van Stralen and West, 2011) to categorise barriers into three categories. 
While homelessness is largely a structural issue, this work set out to understand, 
among other things, individual barriers to seeking or receiving support through local 
authority homelessness services. The COM-B framework was not applied to this 
study with an expectation that the solution(s) to hidden homelessness would be 
individual behaviour change; rather, it was employed to understand and 
characterise the barriers that people experienced. The barriers preventing those 
experiencing hidden homelessness from seeking help or stable housing were 
grouped into one of the following three categories: 
 

1. capability – barriers related to skills and knowledge  
2. motivational – barriers related to goals and decision-making  
3. opportunity – barriers related to contextual factors 

 
However, the interrelationship between these categories is acknowledged in that 
any one barrier may straddle more than one of these categories. Moreover, an 
individual's experience of one barrier may also influence whether or how they 
experience another. By categorising the barriers in this way, the COM-B framework 
also facilitated discussions about the types of interventions that may therefore be 
required to overcome the barriers in each category. More information about the 
COM-B framework is provided in chapter 8. 

2.5 Presentation of participants’ views 
Participants' views are presented anonymously throughout this report and 
pseudonyms have been used in Appendix B. Excerpts from participants' narratives 
illustrate points made throughout the report. Where the report draws on data from 
individual participants, background information about the participant is also 
provided to further contextualise their views.  
 
This research does not claim to represent the views of the wider community of 
individuals who experience or have experienced hidden homelessness in Scotland. 
Where the prevalence of a particular view is described in this report using terms 
such as ‘most’, ‘some’, or ‘a few’, this relates only to a proportion of the sample of 
research participants and not the wider population. 

2.6 Ethical approach and approval 
The researchers prioritised ethical considerations in the qualitative research 
approach to safeguard all participants.  
 
Individuals from third sector organisations shared contact details or set up 
interviews for the purpose of this research with the explicit consent of lived 
experience participants. At the time of interviews, informed consent was obtained 
by telephone, virtual call, or face-to-face interactions. Participants were provided 
with an information sheet and were informed of the purpose of the research and 
what taking part would involve at the start of the interview. The research team 
explained that participation was voluntary and that participants could change their 
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minds at any stage with no consequences. Lived experience participants were 
offered a £20 high street voucher as a token of thanks for participating in the 
research. 
 
Confidentiality was maintained by anonymity and all personal data was stored 
securely and in line with the GDPR. Researchers received training on trauma-
informed approaches to minimise distress, and debrief sessions were undertaken to 
support this process. Lived experience participants were provided with information 
about support available to them during or after the interviews.  

The research project underwent a full ethical review by Heriot-Watt University’s 
School of Energy, Geoscience, Infrastructure and Society Research Ethics 
Committee. The Scottish Government also reviewed the project approach as part of 
their ethical approval process. The final approvals from both processes were 
granted in August 2023. 

2.7 Limitations 
The study employed a qualitative research design to capture a range of rich and in-
depth experiences. This means that the results were not intended to be 
generalisable and may not represent the lived experience of all people in Scotland 
experiencing hidden homelessness.  
However, the researchers attempted to provide contextual ‘thick descriptions’ 
throughout, to help the reader decide the extent to which the findings may be 
transferrable to other populations or contexts (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  
 
The sample was guided by the recruitment strategy (as described in section 2.2). 
However, a core limitation is the challenging nature of identifying the target 
population. Following the advice of the RAG, the decision was made to identify 
participants through support organisations. Therefore, it is acknowledged that this 
approach excluded people who experience hidden homelessness but may not be in 
touch with any support agencies. 
 
One research sub-question asked whether certain groups are more likely to face 
hidden homelessness than others. This qualitative study was not able to make 
definitive claims in this regard but, rather, it reflected on the perceptions of third 
sector research participants regarding their experiences with different groups and 
who in their experience was more likely to be either hidden, or in circumstances 
associated with hidden homelessness, and why.  
 
The participant sample was varied (see section 2.2.2 for a full breakdown) as the 
research aimed to recruit participants with a wide range of characteristics and 
experiences. However, for some participant groups, participant numbers were lower 
than hoped (for example, LGBTI); for other groups (such as migrants), no 
participants were recruited despite various attempts to recruit. 
 
Recruitment was designed to minimise the ethical risks inherent in third sector 
participants sharing personal information with the research team. However, the 
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approach limited the research team’s prior knowledge of the participants’ 
characteristics or circumstances before the interviews. This meant that in two 
cases, participant experiences did not fit the study’s definition of hidden 
homelessness. Nevertheless, these participants’ experiences were useful in 
drawing attention to both the nature of what it means to experience ‘hidden’ 
homeless in the Scottish context (for example, which length of time between 
experiencing homelessness and seeking support would make one ‘hidden’), and 
the fact that it was sometimes challenging for both individuals and third sector 
support services to identify the circumstances in which people qualify for 
homelessness support. The data collected from these participants has been 
included in the report as they provide useful learnings on the perception of hidden 
homelessness and accessing support services, with clear indication when their 
experiences are referenced.  
 
Finally, this research has relied on people with lived experience telling their own 
stories and third sector participants recounting experiences on behalf of their 
service users. Participants’ experiences are unique and often complex, with many 
people experiencing fluidity in their homelessness, moving between visible and 
hidden circumstances. This meant that, at times, it was difficult to determine 
whether people were specifically referring to their experiences of hidden 
homelessness (before seeking assistance) or of homelessness, more generally. 
Every attempt has been made through the analysis to clarify which experiences 
specifically relate to hidden homelessness.  
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3 Background information  
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter begins by describing the existing legal and policy context on 
homelessness in Scotland, including how homelessness is currently measured. It 
draws on the existing literature to provide an overview of the main drivers of 
homelessness; these are presented as structural economic factors, interpersonal 
relationships, and individual factors. This chapter also draws on international 
literature where it is relevant. 

As will be seen, the drivers of hidden homelessness, and the routes into and out of 
it, are similar to those of visible homelessness. 

3.2 Homelessness in Scotland 
Under the Housing (Scotland) Act 1987, a person should be treated as homeless, 
even if they have accommodation, if it would not be reasonable to remain living in it 
with their entire household. ‘Threatened with homelessness’ refers to situations 
where it is likely that an individual will become homeless within two months 
(Scottish Government, 2025).  
 
Scotland removed the distinction between ‘priority’ and ‘non-priority’ applicants in 
2012.7 It ensured that all eligible homeless households in Scotland who were not 
‘intentionally’ homeless had to be provided with settled accommodation. 
Households that are not eligible include people with no recourse to public funds 
(Scottish Government, 2020). 
 
The homeless application process in Scotland involves three stages: 
 

1. the application stage – where an applicant first presents to the local authority  
2. the assessment stage – a local authority must determine if an applicant is 

eligible for assistance and whether they are homeless or threatened with 
homelessness; it may also consider whether they are intentionally homeless  

3. the outcome stage – a case can only be closed once the local authority has 
fulfilled its statutory duty or contact has been lost for 28 days (Scottish 
Government, 2020) 

 
Many of those who seek homelessness assistance from the local authority first 
spend time in temporary accommodation before securing settled housing. Local 
authorities usually discharge the settled accommodation duty through an offer of 
social housing. In a small number of statutory homeless cases, the main rehousing 
duty is discharged through an offer of privately rented housing. Those with no 
recourse to public funds cannot access housing assistance from local authorities. 
 

 
7 For more information, see Homelessness etc. (Scotland) Act 2003. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1987/26/section/24
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2003/10/contents
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Local authorities must provide advice on housing options to those threatened with 
homelessness. They must also take reasonable steps to ensure that those who are 
unintentionally threatened with homelessness do not lose their accommodation 
(Scottish Government, 2019).  
 
Local authorities often commission third sector organisations to deliver specialist 
support services, and these are frequently the first point of contact for people 
seeking homelessness support. They can help to build relationships and direct 
people to statutory and other resources. Third sector organisations can facilitate 
assistance from local authority homelessness services and provide specialist 
interventions.  
 
The Scottish Government has committed to ending homelessness through the 
Ending Homelessness Together action plan (Scottish Government, 2020). It 
outlines how national and local government, along with the third sector, can 
collaborate to end homelessness in Scotland. The action plan aims to accelerate 
the shift towards 'rapid rehousing.' This approach helps people experiencing 
homelessness secure stable housing quickly, reducing the time spent in temporary 
accommodation. 
 
The Housing (Scotland) Bill (2024)8 proposes new ‘ask and act’ duties on 
homelessness. It proposes that a duty will be placed on social landlords and 
relevant public sector organisations, such as health boards and the police, to 
enquire about a person’s housing situation and act to prevent homelessness. If 
preventing homelessness is not possible, the Bill, if passed, would require them to 
refer the individual to a local authority homelessness service. The Bill also 
proposes extending the period within which local authorities must act to prevent 
homelessness from the current 56 days to six months before homelessness is likely 
to occur. Additionally, the Bill includes provisions for people experiencing domestic 
abuse, such as new pre-action requirements for those in rent arrears and a 
mandate for social landlords to have a domestic abuse policy. 

3.3 Measuring homelessness in Scotland  
Local authorities collect data on homelessness during the processing of statutory 
homelessness applications. The Scottish Government publishes this data twice a 
year, along with trend analyses. These trends include reasons for homelessness, 
prior circumstances, and the number of households in temporary accommodation at 
a given time. The data also covers recent experiences of rough sleeping. 
Additionally, the statistics include those currently experiencing homelessness and 
those threatened with homelessness. However, individuals who do not make a 
homelessness application to their local authority are not captured in the official 
statistics, making them hidden from official estimates. Currently, there is no robust 
method to directly measure this hidden population (Scottish Government, 2025). 
 
These data gaps make it challenging to understand the full extent of homelessness 
in Scotland. Although there is no direct quantification, research studies offer 

 
8 Currently being considered in Parliament at the time of writing this report. 

https://www.parliament.scot/bills-and-laws/bills/s6/housing-scotland-bill-session-6
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estimates of various circumstances of homelessness, some of which are often 
associated with hidden homelessness. The Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2024 
(Watts et al., 2024) is a longitudinal study examining the impact of recent economic 
and policy developments on homelessness. This study provides analysis of trends 
and patterns, helping to inform policy and support efforts to address homelessness 
in Scotland. The Homelessness Monitor triangulates official homelessness statistics 
(HL1)9 with various survey datasets. These include the specialist Destitution in the 
UK Survey, the Scottish Household Survey and the Labour Force Survey. This 
combined data analysis is used to model and project trends in what they term ‘core’ 
homelessness - the most extreme circumstances of homelessness, many aspects 
of which are generally associated with hidden homelessness.10  
 
The Homelessness Monitor Scotland 2024 (Watts et al., 2024) estimated that sofa 
surfing accounted for the largest proportion of core homelessness. This type of 
homelessness, which is often associated with hidden homelessness, accounted for 
over half of the people or households experiencing core homelessness in 2022 
(54%; 11,630). 

3.4 Drivers of homelessness in Scotland 
The literature suggests that a range of factors contribute to homelessness, often 
involving interrelated causes (Scottish Government, 2023). According to the 
Homelessness Monitor Scotland (2024): 
 

“Theoretical, historical and international perspectives indicate that the 
causation of homelessness is complex, with no single ‘trigger’ that is either 
‘necessary’ or ‘sufficient’ for it to occur. Individual, interpersonal and 
structural factors all play a role – and interact with each other – and the 
balance of causes differs over time, across countries, and between 
demographic groups.” (Watts et al., 2024)   

 
This section describes three sets of underlying factors that may lead to 
homelessness: structural economic factors, interpersonal relationships and 
individual factors (Fitzpatrick, Bramley and Johnsen, 2013). 
 
In Scotland, data from April to September 2024 showed that the primary immediate 
reason for homelessness applications was family and friends no longer willing to 
accommodate people and asking them to leave, accounting for 26% of all 
applications. Other main reasons included a non-violent relationship breakdown or 
household dispute (19%) followed by a violent or abusive household dispute (13%) 
(Scottish Government, 2025). 
 

 
9 HL1 data records the number of homelessness applications in Scotland and is compulsory for 
local authorities to complete. 
10 Core homelessness refers to people in the most severe and immediate forms of homelessness 
(e.g., rough sleeping, sofa surfing, staying in hostels, refuges or unsuitable forms of temporary 
accommodation). 
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3.4.1 Structural economic factors  
Poverty is the key driver of homelessness, with childhood poverty predicting 
homelessness in adulthood (Bramley and Fitzpatrick, 2018). In Scotland, three-year 
estimates covering the period 2020 to 2023 showed that 21% of the population 
(1,110,000 people each year) lived in relative poverty after housing costs (Scottish 
Government, 2024b). The percentage of working-age adults in relative poverty 
increased from 18% in the period 1994 to 1997 to 21% in the period 2020 to 2023. 
Relative child poverty remained stable at 24% in the 2020 to 2023 period after 
housing costs, in comparison with the 2017 to 2020 period.  
 
The ongoing cost-of-living crisis, rising energy costs, and increasing private rents 
exacerbate this issue. In Scotland, there were 20,823 homelessness applications 
recorded from April to September 2024. This figure represents an increase of 1% 
compared to the corresponding period in the previous year (when 20,528 
applications were made) and an increase of 21% (17,218) compared to April to 
September 2020 during COVID-19, the last comparable period before the cost-of-
living crisis (Scottish Government, 2025; Scottish Government, 2021a). This data 
highlights the increase in people experiencing homelessness since the cost-of-
living crisis.  
 
Welfare reforms introduced by the previous UK government have led to cuts in 
benefits for the poorest households. For example, since the withdrawal of a 
pandemic-prompted uplift in the Universal Credit standard allowance in Autumn 
2021, the real value of benefits has declined as inflation has risen sharply, only 
partially mitigated by the 6.7% rise in benefits in April 2024 (House of Commons 
Library, 2023). Over the longer term, the decade to 2023/2024 saw the Universal 
Credit basic allowance increase by just 7%, compared to earnings and price 
increases of 26-37% (Bramley, 2023). The Homelessness Monitor 2024 (Watts et 
al., 2024) identified that freezing of Local Housing Allowance rates from 2020 for 
private sector tenancies,11 after a previous freeze from 2016, was a key challenge 
for local authorities in preventing or relieving homelessness. Local Housing 
Allowance rates were unfrozen in April 2024 (Department for Work & Pensions, 
2024). 
 
Higher rental costs reduce the availability of affordable, stable housing and can 
lead to housing insecurity, especially for those reliant on Local Housing Allowances 
that may fall far short of actual rent levels (Watts et al., 2024). 

3.4.2 Interpersonal relationships  
The literature flags the role of interpersonal relationships in providing stability in 
people's lives. This means that a breakdown of these relationships can lead to 
homelessness. For example, a young adult may be asked to leave their family 
home due to overcrowding or behavioural tensions (Watts, Johnsen and Sosenko, 
2015). Other violent or non-violent disputes within a household are also key routes 

 
11 Local Housing Allowance Rates set the maximum amounts of housing support claimants of 
Universal Credit and Housing Benefit can usually receive for private rented homes of different 
sizes. 
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into homelessness. Relationship breakdown may also occur due to declining 
mental health or conflicts around gender identity or sexual orientation.  
 
A person may become homeless if they must leave their home to protect 
themselves from violence (Bimpson, Green and Reeve, 2021). In Scotland, violent 
or abusive household disputes are the third most common reason for 
homelessness applications (13%) (Scottish Government, 2025). For women, such 
disputes account for 23% of presentations to statutory homelessness services, 
compared to 5% of men (Scottish Government, 2024a).12 Under Scottish (and wider 
UK) legislation, a person is classified as homeless if it is unsafe to remain in their 
current residence.  
 
Evidence indicates that adverse experiences in childhood can impact on behaviour 
and the need for support later in life, making it challenging to sustain 
accommodation (Johnsen and Blenkinsopp, 2024). Previous experiences of 
adversity and trauma, such as child or domestic abuse, can affect mental health 
and the ability to maintain healthy relationships. In these circumstances, people 
may adopt coping mechanisms, such as substance use, which are not conducive to 
maintaining stable housing (Johnsen and Blenkinsopp, 2024).  

3.4.3 Individual factors  
A person's individual circumstances such as transitioning out of institutional or 
state-mandated forms of care can increase their risk of experiencing 
homelessness. Examples described in the literature include leaving care, being 
discharged from hospital, or being released from prison (Fitzpatrick, Bramley and 
Johnsen, 2013). For instance, care leavers may be at risk if they lack adequate 
support during and after the transition.   
 
Research shows that people leaving prison with a lack of accommodation, 
identification documents and a bank account are at risk of experiencing 
homelessness (Bozkina and Harwick, 2021). Other reasons include the breakdown 
of previous relationships and the lack of a support network and additionally, 
limitations on where they can be accommodated given the nature of crimes 
committed or probation requirements (Crisis, 2023). 
 
For those being discharged from hospital, recent research suggests that adult 
safeguarding systems can fail, resulting in people being discharged to unsuitable 
accommodation. Such research cites challenges including a shortage of 
appropriate accommodation, pressures from within the hospital to discharge 
patients to free up beds, and a lack of long-term care placements (Pathway and 
Crisis, 2024). 
 
Health and wellbeing can also influence routes into homelessness. One study 
conducted in London and published in 2020, described how 54% of people 
experiencing homelessness in their sample reported that health issues and/or 
substance use contributed to them experiencing homelessness (Groundswell, 

 
12 Note that the gender breakdown provided is based on data from 2023/2024. 
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2020). More specifically for hidden homelessness, this research found that for 
some people struggling with mental health issues, the stress and anxiety 
associated with their condition can present challenges to navigating the often-
complicated processes. This was described as intimidating and presented as a 
barrier for people to seek assistance from local authorities for stable housing.  
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4 Circumstances of those experiencing 
hidden homelessness 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes the physical living circumstances encountered by those with 
experiences of hidden homelessness. It has been informed by interviews with 
people with lived experience and third sector participants.  

4.2 Hidden forms of homelessness 
As previously mentioned, in Scotland, those that experience hidden homelessness 
are hidden from the official statistics because they have not been in contact with 
local authority homelessness services, and they are therefore unknown to 
authorities. As described in section 2.2.2, the literature suggests that there are a 
number of circumstances that are more likely to be associated with being ‘hidden’ 
or uncounted. The circumstances described by both lived experience participants 
and third sector respondents include: 

1. living in a home unsuitable for long-term habitation, including situations such 
as sofa surfing, overcrowding, and concealed households 

2. living in hidden roofless environments, such as staying in cars, tents, 
caravans, and graveyards, which keeps them concealed from public view 

3. living in a home that is unsafe, where abuse or exploitation occurs 

It is important to acknowledge that living in one of these situations does not 
necessarily constitute hidden homelessness. For example, there are people who 
may have sought support from the local authority, and are captured in the official 
statistics, but are waiting for settled housing. The barriers to seeking help from local 
authorities (which cause people to remain hidden) are described in chapter 8.  

4.2.1 Living in a home that is unsuitable 

Several third sector participants identified sofa surfing as the most common form of 
hidden homelessness among their clientele. 

In this research sample, 12 out of 22 people experiencing hidden homelessness 
intermittently stayed with friends, family, or acquaintances. They described relying 
on the goodwill of their social network, though some acknowledged that this was 
not a sustainable solution. A female participant described her situation of sofa 
surfing with her child: 

“I'm staying back with my parents…. I can [stay] for a couple of nights, and 
that's all. It's an over 55 [residence for older adults] building that my parents 
live in, so it's literally 2 to 3 nights max.” 

Several individuals in this situation highlighted the challenge of potentially 
overstaying their welcome while seeking stable housing. Likewise, one third sector 
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participant described that people can ‘burn their bridges’ with their social network. 
They explained how this can lead people to seek assistance from the 
homelessness service, seek support from third sector organisations or experience 
rough sleeping, in the absence of their network. 

Some participants with lived experience and third sector participants reported 
incidences of people living in overcrowded or concealed households. This included 
people staying with extended family or members of the same community. Some 
third sector participants said that people who speak English as a second language 
were more likely to live in overcrowded or concealed households. Whilst they 
acknowledged that the housing situation was unsuitable, third sector participants 
explained that some people found comfort and familiarity in living with people who 
had a shared language and culture which may lead them to remain in that situation.  

4.2.2 Rough sleeping or other forms of rooflessness 

Several third sector participants were aware that some people experiencing hidden 
homelessness slept in cars, tents, or caravans to conceal their situation from their 
networks. These circumstances provided some privacy and mobility and occurred 
in both rural and urban areas. 

However, rough sleeping or living in other roofless environments presented dire 
health and well-being risks, such as exposure to the elements and a lack of 
washing facilities. For example, an older male participant, currently staying in a 
caravan, who shared his experience of approaching services but being offered 
accommodation 200 miles away from his social network, said: 

"[I have] no running water, and if I use the toilet, I have to go and empty it in a 
manhole a bit further away, maybe 80 feet away, and it's kinda hard to take 
because I can't lift very much now [due to health conditions]."  

Some third sector participants reported that public transport was also used as a 
way for people to remain out of view. They described how some individuals used 
24-hour bus services during the night as these provided safety from potential 
abusers and shelter from the elements. One participant recounted the experience 
of a young woman with a care background who moved between public transport 
and sofa surfing. They said, ‘She was 16 when she left her young person's unit… 
[and] before coming to us, she'd been mainly sleeping on buses or staying at 
friends' and families' houses.’ 

Both third sector participants and participants with lived experience described the 
use of more physically hidden forms of rooflessness as a method to conceal 
homelessness from peers. One participant shared that they stayed in a graveyard, 
choosing this environment because it was out of sight yet close to various 
amenities. However, they felt unsafe there and eventually moved to sleep on the 
main high street, opting for the brightness near shop lights that provided a sense of 
safety. 
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4.2.3 Living in a home that is unsafe 

Both those with lived experience and third sector participants recounted that 
domestic abuse was a context in which some people experiencing hidden 
homelessness were living. Of the small sample of 10 women with lived experience 
who were interviewed, three had experienced domestic abuse, including physical, 
coercive and financial abuse. 

A few third sector participants described that some people experiencing hidden 
homelessness were being exploited. Examples of exploitation included sex for rent 
and ‘cuckooing.’ For instance, an interviewee from a third sector organisation that 
predominantly supports minority ethnic women described how individuals who had 
been exploited approached their service for support: 

“I’ve had a client that’s had to, like, they’ve had sex just to be able to stay in 
the property…. What we found is that landlords let themselves into the 
bedrooms and there’s like, young children there…. And then he’s coming in.”  

Cuckooing, also known as a forced home invasion, is a tactic often used by 
criminals to take over the homes of vulnerable people—such as care leavers or 
those affected by substance use and physical or mental health issues—and use the 
property as a base for criminal activity (Home Office, 2023).  

4.3 The dynamic nature of homelessness circumstances 
Some third sector participants and individuals with lived experience described the 
fluid relationship between ‘hidden’ and ‘visible’ homelessness and the cycle that 
can persist between these two forms of homelessness. Many people described how 
periods of hidden homelessness preceded their seeking help to get stable housing 
from local authorities.  

There were also several reports of people returning to their unsuitable housing 
situation after seeking assistance. One reason was that some people could not 
remain in the property provided by the local authority due to insufficient follow-up 
support (see section 8.2.3 for more detail). Others did not accept the housing 
offered or left the property because they felt it was unsuitable for a variety of 
reasons. Additionally, some individuals who moved out of homelessness after 
seeking assistance later found themselves homeless again but chose not to seek 
assistance due to previous negative experiences. There were also examples of 
individuals who moved directly out of homelessness into accommodation through 
other routes without contacting the local authority and those who moved between 
different forms of homelessness and housed. 

The dynamic nature of homelessness was also reflected in the way people moved 
between different, physical living arrangements. For example, some people might 
use a combination of sofa surfing and hidden roofless environments during their 
experience of hidden homelessness. One middle-aged man with lived experience 
and a history of substance use described short cycles of rough sleeping and hidden 
homelessness. He explained how he had sofa surfed with different friends and 
acquaintances, including a person from whom he regularly bought drugs. He 
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recounted that he would turn to rough sleeping once he felt he had exhausted his 
options for other places to stay: 

“I just knew this one person, like he sold drugs, he sold heroin, and when I 
bought heroin off him, I was able to go into his house and then I could just 
maybe sometimes I would just fall asleep there sometimes. He would say yeah, 
but sometimes he's got people coming in.”  

 

  



 

29 

5 Characteristics of those experiencing 
hidden homelessness 

5.1 Introduction 
This section describes the perceptions of third sector participants on those at most 
risk of hidden homelessness based on their professional experience. Third sector 
participants reflected both on those who were more likely to be hidden and those 
more likely to experience forms of homelessness that are often associated with 
remaining hidden. Third sector participants were asked whether, in their 
experience, some groups were particularly susceptible to hidden homelessness. 
This was followed by probing into why they believed this might be the case. 

The views of support organisations may reflect the type of services they provide 
and the demographics of their clientele. Some third sector participants in this study 
represent organisations which provide support targeted at specific demographics or 
lived experiences, such as people experiencing domestic abuse, those affected by 
substance use, women, LGBTI people, and people from minority ethnic 
communities. This will influence their views and the basis of their experiences. 
These organisations were also selected based on an understanding of who may be 
more likely to experience hidden homelessness from the literature and consultation 
with experts, so there may be an element of reinforcing existing knowledge, 
especially since those experiencing hidden homelessness who have no interaction 
with third sector participants are not represented in this part of the research. There 
may, therefore, be differences in the characteristics, circumstances, or experiences 
of those not in touch with third sector participants. 

This section outlines the groups and characteristics of people that third sector 
participants believe are most at risk of hidden homelessness. The five most cited 
groups are: 

• young people 

• those with experience of domestic abuse 

• women 

• minority ethnic groups 

• those in higher or further education (students) 

Other less commonly mentioned protected characteristics and experiential 
circumstances, as identified by third sector participants, included migrant 
populations, men, LGBTI people, prison and care leavers, those with English as a 
second language, those with complex needs, and those affected by substance use. 

While it is important to highlight all of these groups and characteristics as being 
perceived to be at risk of hidden homelessness, this report will focus mainly on the 
five groups described above which emerged most strongly from the qualitative 
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research. It is also important to acknowledge the significant overlap between these 
groups – for example, between young people and students, or between women and 
those with experience of domestic abuse. Moreover, identities described by 
participants were also often intersectional (i.e. young people who were also LBGTI, 
women from minority ethnic communities) which could impact on their lived 
experiences. 

5.2 Young people  
Most third sector participants reported that young people are at the greatest risk of 
hidden homelessness of all age groups. They explained that young people 
experience homelessness for reasons such as relationship breakdown, 
overcrowded households, unstable households, household poverty and 
experiences of abuse and neglect. For example, young people with more complex 
needs and young people with behavioural issues and/or who are of school age but 
who may not be attending school were highlighted as being at higher risk of 
experiencing homelessness. This was attributed to the impact their complex needs 
might have on their relationships within the household.  
 
Third sector participants most frequently cited sofa surfing as the main form of 
homelessness experienced by young people. Similarly, the evidence suggest that 
young people often rely on informal social networks for temporary shelter and may 
avoid using local authorities' homelessness services (Watts, Johnsen and Sosenko, 
2015). 
 
Several third sector participants noted that young people often sofa surf because 
they are unaware that they are homeless. As a result, they are unaware of the 
different housing options available to them, which impacts their ability to seek 
assistance. For example, one third sector participant described: 

“young people often find themselves at risk as well, and find themselves in 
exploitative, harmful situations… they don't consider themselves to be 
homeless, though, just bouncing about in people's homes.” 

These findings support evidence that some young people in these situations may 
not recognise themselves as homeless due to social perceptions that focus 
primarily on rough sleeping. One study showed that younger people exhibit fewer 
visible signs of homelessness than other age groups (Gausvik, 2015). This was to 
maintain appearances and disguise their housing circumstances, thereby 
preserving their social standing among peers.  

Some third sector participants shared that young people may see their hidden 
situation as a better alternative to staying in temporary accommodation. They 
reported that some young people perceive temporary accommodation as 
dangerous, believing that if they move into it, they will experience violence from 
other residents. This aligns with existing evidence that young people can perceive 
physically hidden forms to be safer alternatives to visible homelessness (Watts, 
Johnsen and Sosenko, 2015). 
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5.3 Those with experience of domestic abuse 
Most third sector participants identified those experiencing domestic abuse as 
being at risk of hidden homelessness. They explained that people experiencing 
coercive and emotional abuse may also be unaware of their rights. A few third 
sector participants noted that financial abuse also made it difficult for people to 
leave an unsafe environment, especially if they had children. However, one 
participant with lived experience mentioned that financial abuse and a lack of 
money to pay rent and provide for her children led her to seek assistance. 

Highlighting the way different systems of inequality can intersect, and the role that 
domestic abuse can play within this, one third sector participant shared: 

“The people who are likely to be hidden homeless are those who maybe just 
have a little bit more of a social network to call upon… a more robust social 
network, [they] maybe have friends or family who themselves are more 
privileged economically. We can see that the people who struggle to keep the 
home … are more likely to be [... people with] protected characteristics or 
people experiencing domestic violence.” 

Several women with lived experience described staying in unsafe environments 
due to fear about entering the homelessness system. Some of these women, 
especially those with children, were more likely to move from an unsafe household 
to another form of hidden homelessness, rather than approach homelessness 
services. They feared they might encounter violence within temporary 
accommodation. They also worried about what their children might be exposed to, 
such as the risk of contact with people affected by substance use. 

5.4 Women 
Several third sector participants believed that women are at higher risk of 
experiencing hidden homelessness than men. This included organisations that 
specifically support women, so these findings may reflect their particular focus. This 
view was also shared by participants from other types of organisations whose 
services are not specifically aimed at women. 
 
The literature highlights differences in people's experiences of homelessness based 
on gender (Reeve, 2018). Women are, for example, more likely than men to 
experience mental ill health and sexual violence (Sosenko, Bramley and Johnsen, 
2020), which in turn impacts on how they may experience homelessness (Agenda, 
2021; Sosenko, Bramley and Johnsen, 2020). For instance, women experiencing 
homelessness may choose to remain physically hidden to protect themselves from 
threats of sexual or physical violence. Strategies might include sleeping in places 
hidden from view, occupying public spaces such as toilets, spending time in 24-
hour services, or even disguising themselves as men (Reeve, 2018; ONS, 2023). 

Several third sector participants and a few of those with lived experience described 
the reasons why women do seek homelessness assistance. These included 
domestic abuse, relationship breakdown, exploitation, substance use (by them or 
their children), and complex needs (mental and physical health). This was often the 
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result of feeling at an escalated risk to themselves and loved ones or not being able 
to cope anymore. Additionally, women in the sample reported exhausting social 
networks before seeking local authority homelessness assistance. This delay in 
seeking support was due to fear of getting loved ones in trouble and of reprisals 
from approaching statutory services such as social services. However, one third 
sector participant commented that women were more likely than men to seek help 
for hidden homelessness as men might find it more difficult to admit when they 
needed support. 

5.5 Minority ethnic groups  
Some third sector participants described minority ethnic groups as being 
particularly susceptible to experiencing hidden homelessness. 

Several third sector participants noted that minority ethnic groups were more likely 
than white households to live in overcrowded or concealed households. They 
described overcrowded households as a common circumstance for minority ethnic 
families living in multi-generational households. They highlighted that larger family 
sizes often led to complex housing needs. This made it difficult to find suitable 
accommodation, meaning that some people lived in concealed households. 
Analysis of the Scottish Household Survey combined with Scottish House Condition 
Survey (SHCS) data from 2016-2019 shows that a significantly higher proportion of 
households with a minority ethnic highest income householder (HIH) were 
overcrowded (7%) compared to households with a white Scottish/British HIH (2%) 
(Scottish Government, 2021b). 
 
Some third sector participants reported that language barriers prevented effective 
communication and understanding of the available support for homelessness 
assistance. Additionally, meeting the specific needs of diverse communities posed 
difficulties, as services were not always culturally competent or responsive to these 
needs (see section 8.3.1.3 on cultural considerations). These factors combined 
increase the risk of hidden homelessness in minority ethnic populations. The 
literature suggests that some people from minority ethnic groups may fear ‘rocking 
the boat’ by exercising their housing rights. Findings from a UK study suggest this 
fear can be compounded by complexities of the social housing bidding process 
which were said to amount to institutional racism for those who face language 
barriers or unfamiliarity with bureaucratic processes (Fitzpatrick, Watts and 
McIntyre, 2024). These factors contribute to an environment where staying hidden 
may be preferable to seeking housing assistance. 
 
Some third sector participants also highlighted immigration status as a factor 
influencing decisions to remain in unsafe environments. This was particularly 
emphasised for women and those on spousal visas, who may not be aware of their 
rights. The literature highlights specific challenges faced by minority ethnic women. 
For instance, women experiencing isolation, language difficulties and racism are at 
higher risk of homelessness and may struggle to escape domestic abuse 
(Fitzpatrick, Watts and McIntyre, 2024). 
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5.6 Those in higher or further education (students) 
Some third sector participants described students as being susceptible to hidden 
homelessness. Reasons included housing shortages and the affordability of 
housing in university locations. Third sector participants shared that the students 
they interacted with were predominantly sofa surfing and living in overcrowded 
households. There were also occasional reports of students sleeping in tents. 

A few third sector participants described how some students had experienced 
unsafe housing due to abusive partners. One organisation noted that some people 
remained with abusive partners because of a lack of available accommodation in 
university cities. Additionally, one third sector participant noted that transgender 
and non-binary students were less likely to secure a tenancy at the beginning of the 
academic semester. As a result, they were described as being more susceptible to 
experiencing hidden homelessness. One third sector participant described the rise 
of hidden homelessness in cities: 

“[There has been] a huge emergence of hidden homelessness in the student 
population in the main cities… that's folks overcrowding and making use of 
charitable opportunities to just have shelter overnight… [students can also 
end] up in exploitative situations simply to have somewhere to stay.” 

A few third sector participants also identified other reasons why students 
experience hidden homelessness, including a lack of awareness of the support 
available. They also noted that certain circumstances of homelessness had 
become normalised, leading some students to not perceive themselves as 
homeless. For instance, one third sector participant highlighted that students at 
university may view themselves as privileged compared with other members of 
society and may not recognise their situation as homelessness or understand that 
they may be eligible for assistance from the local authority. 
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6 Routes into homelessness for those 
experiencing hidden homelessness in 
Scotland  

6.1 Introduction 
Returning to the themes highlighted from the literature in chapter three, this chapter 
presents research findings on the routes into homelessness, as identified by third 
sector participants and participants with lived experience of hidden homelessness. 
In turn, it discusses the structural, interpersonal and individual factors that 
contribute to people becoming homeless. 

The findings highlight that routes into homelessness are influenced by structural 
factors, weak social networks and challenging family dynamics, poor health and 
wellbeing, as well as abuse and exploitation. The drivers of hidden homelessness 
identified through this research align with those documented in the broader 
international literature on visible homelessness (Busch-Geertsema and Fitzpatrick, 
2008).13  

However, these experiences are not mutually exclusive and a person’s route into 
homelessness can be influenced by more than one of the factors identified in this 
chapter, alongside the barriers described in chapter 8.  

6.2 Structural factors  
Poverty is the major driver of all forms of homelessness (Bramley and Fitzpatrick, 
2018). Throughout this research, several third sector participants argued that 
housing affordability, loss of income, reduced access to benefits, and the cost-of-
living crisis have put people at higher risk of homelessness. 

One organisation highlighted that the loss of benefits when a child becomes an 
adult was a significant factor contributing to poverty, and that this can lead to 
homelessness. Young adults who are unemployed cannot contribute to household 
bills, creating financial strain for their families. Additionally, if the young adult works 
more than 16 hours per week, there are reductions to housing benefits. This 
combination of factors makes it financially unviable for some families to support the 
young adult, leading to hidden homelessness as they might be forced to leave the 
household and seek less stable living arrangements. 

The cost-of-living crisis has also impacted the ability of people to manage their 
finances and household bills. Rising energy costs and relationship breakdowns 
make it difficult for some households to afford essentials. Some third sector 
participants noted that increasing private rents have forced people to explore 
alternative, hidden living situations. 

 
13 Visible drivers of homelessness include poverty, breakdown of social relationships, housing 
market conditions, and complex needs.  
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6.3 Interpersonal factors  
This research has shown that the breakdown of relationships, social networks and 
challenging family dynamics place people at higher risk of experiencing 
homelessness. For example, the breakdown of romantic or parental relationships 
results in the loss of shared living space, leaving people without stable 
accommodation. 

Most third sector participants explained that financial pressures can lead to 
homelessness if people are unable to contribute to the household, causing tensions 
and breakdowns. Family members' disapproval of sexuality or gender transition 
was also described as a factor for LGBTI people. 

Where there is a perceived risk to loved ones, several third sector participants 
described how the risk to loved ones may lead people to experience hidden 
homelessness. For example, people (most often women with children) who had 
been living in an unsafe household, may choose to stay with family in overcrowded 
or concealed households. Whilst unsuitable, they felt safe living among their 
network, and this reduced their motivation to approach the local authority for 
homelessness assistance. 

Furthermore, some third sector participants recognised that some groups may have 
less of a network or have challenging family dynamics. They shared that some 
prison and care leavers, without established networks, may not be able to return to 
their previous accommodation as they transition out of state forms of residence and 
may find themselves experiencing homelessness. 

When examining people’s routes into homelessness, abuse and exploitation are 
particularly pervasive features. Indeed, several third sector participants and people 
with lived experience described how abuse and exploitation can contribute to 
homelessness. Additionally, third sector participants cited human trafficking, sex for 
rent, and cuckooing as factors contributing to homelessness. For example, people 
experiencing domestic abuse within a relationship often stay in an unsafe 
household until the situation reaches a crisis point. One participant with children 
described their experience of domestic abuse, highlighting the severe impact it had 
on their housing stability and the eventual necessity to leave the unsafe 
environment. This example demonstrates how abuse and exploitation can force 
individuals and families into homelessness as they seek safety and stability: 

“I was in an abusive relationship where he was – amongst many things – 
financially abusive. He would take money out of the account and leave no 
money in the account to pay rent or to actually buy things. And so, obviously, 
the rent didn’t get paid for a little while. So, that’s kind of how it happened, and 
it’s obviously gone too far to try and stay in that property.”  

6.4 Individual factors 
Third sector participants and people with lived experience highlighted that physical 
and mental health challenges increased the risk of homelessness. Additionally, 
third sector participants noted that the stressors associated with unstable living 
conditions often exacerbated existing health issues or contributed to new mental 
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health challenges. This can create a cyclical relationship between health and 
housing instability. Participants with lived experience also described being unable 
to cope with the combined pressure of their housing situation and health 
challenges. 

One participant with lived experience described how their sexuality, mental health, 
and substance abuse contributed to a relationship breakdown with their parents. As 
a result, they moved into sofa surfing and stayed in unsuitable accommodation. 
This example illustrates the interplay between health and homelessness, where 
personal struggles can lead to instability and further health deterioration: 

“My parents are pretty well-meaning and good and so that relationship 
breakdown was probably more to do with my mental health. It wasn’t like, 
particularly acrimonious. It was more sort of just wasn’t working, and I wasn’t 
dealing with things properly or coping.” 

6.5 Complex interplay between drivers at different levels 
Findings from this research echo existing evidence that the complex interplay 
between structural, interpersonal and individual factors contribute to homelessness 
but also, as is explored later in chapter eight, to hidden homelessness more 
specifically. A few third sector participants described how insufficient follow-on 
support for prison or care leavers could impact on a person’s ability to develop the 
essential skills and tools needed to navigate life independently outside of these 
systems. For example, one interviewee from a third sector organisation described 
how care leavers are: 

"coming through the system and [are] becoming homeless because we know 
that the State isn’t a good parent and, as such, it is very difficult to properly 
support young people and [they are] growing up without that sort of parental 
support." 
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7 Routes out of hiddenness and/or 
homelessness  

7.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an overview of the different routes out of hidden 
homelessness: either by moving out of homelessness directly or by seeking support 
and becoming ‘visible’ and supported into stable housing. This chapter is intended 
to provide context to the research sample and their experience of routes into stable 
housing. Figure 1 shows the four main routes identified by this research.  

Figure 1:1 Identified routes out of homelessness 

 
 
The routes out of hidden homelessness align with the existing international 
evidence on the routes out of visible homelessness (Pawson et al., 2007).,14  

7.2 Direct access to local authority homelessness services  
Several third sector participants and local authority participants described direct 
access to local authority homelessness services as the default route for seeking 
assistance. They noted that overcoming the barriers they encountered (described in 
chapter 8) or experiencing changes in their circumstances through turning points 
(discussed in chapter 9) were important in accessing these services.  

One local authority focus group participant mentioned that within their locality, local 
authority homelessness support services are provided alongside wider statutory 
support services, such as health and employment, at community hubs. This 
integrated approach made it easier for people to access the help they needed in 
one central location and facilitated connections with homelessness services. 

 
 

 
14 Routes out of visible homelessness identified in the broader literature include accessing local 
authority homelessness services and accessing third sector organisations. 
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7.3 Using third sector or wider support services to access local 
authority assistance  

Most third sector participants reported that when people accessed their services or 
other statutory support services, their support staff were able to use this interaction 
to identify the need for homelessness support services.  

Those with lived experience who engaged with third sector organisations recounted 
seeking support for employment, mental health, domestic abuse and the 
educational needs of children. These organisations were often seen as more 
approachable than local authorities. Such interactions allowed third sector 
organisations to build rapport, creating a comfortable environment for people to 
discuss their concerns.  

Once a relationship was established, third sector organisations could then enquire 
about their housing circumstances. For example, one participant with a physical 
disability was directed to a homelessness organisation after volunteering with 
another charity. Additionally, a few participants with lived experience mentioned 
that once their health deteriorated, they realised they needed to change their 
housing situation. 

One local authority focus group participant noted how effective third sector 
organisations were in making people aware of their rights and how to apply for 
homelessness support: 

“Having good [third sector relationships] have been quite effective because 
people are now a bit more aware of their rights and they'll say things like ‘I 
know I'm allowed to make a homeless application’ which is really good to see 
because it's important that we uphold people's rights.” 

A few third sector participants described alternative approaches to resolving hidden 
homelessness. One organisation found mediation particularly useful for young 
people and their families, helping to resolve relationship breakdowns and support a 
return to the family home. 

Some third sector, local authority, and lived experience participants mentioned that 
wider statutory support services, such as primary care, probation services and 
social care served as routes to accessing local authority homelessness services. 
Some people with lived experience highlighted the importance of building positive 
relationships with these wider services over time – for example, with named support 
workers. These relationships enabled them to seek advice and assistance and 
helped them find routes to stable housing.  

7.4 Using social networks to make informal arrangements  
Some third sector and lived experience participants identified that accessing 
informal networks was important for some people in finding a route out of 
homelessness. Informal networks, including social networks and using social 
media, helped individuals to connect with relevant information and support services. 
One participant with lived experience shared how they formed social networks that 
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supported them into stable accommodation: “[at] this church that I was attending, [I] 
befriended like this couple… They actually invited me to go and live with them, so I 
stayed with them for about two years.” 

7.5 The role of life stability in achieving stable housing  
Lived experience participants described how finding and maintaining stable 
employment helped them to access accommodation – for example, by enabling 
them to save for a deposit for privately rented accommodation. Some people with 
lived experience found employment opportunities, which included accommodation 
for the duration of the employment contract. Examples included seasonal and 
hospitality work, which allowed them to leave their hidden circumstances and move 
into more stable housing.  

For example, one LGBTI participant described a seasonal role in hospitality which 
provided them with accommodation before securing a place at university with 
accommodation. They had previously been sofa surfing and living in unsuitable 
conditions due to a parental relationship breakdown. They shared: 

“I'd managed to find accommodation…I did seasonal work [in] the Highlands, I 
ended up going and working up north and that ended up being my 
accommodation for about six to nine months.” 
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8 Barriers to approaching local authority 
homelessness services for assistance 

8.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the barriers people face when seeking assistance to secure 
stable housing, specifically when those barriers result in hidden homelessness. The 
findings in this chapter are informed by interviews with people with lived 
experience, third sector participants, and local authority homelessness services. 

The COM-B framework is a framework that draws on behavioural theory and can 
be used as an analytical tool to help understand the factors that may have 
influenced people’s ability or willingness to undertake a behaviour. In this study, the 
behaviour in question is accessing homelessness support from local authorities and 
no longer being ‘hidden’ in the Scottish context. 

The barriers discussed in this chapter are drawn from all interview types in which 
participants discussed what prevented people experiencing hidden homelessness 
from seeking support. The barriers are presented thematically and categorised 
according to COM-B behavioural influencing factors. This approach first examines 
the key barriers related to capability, followed by a detailed exploration of the main 
barriers associated with motivation and opportunity.  

It is important to note the interconnected and overlapping nature of these themes in 
relation to seeking assistance: any one theme may straddle more than one of these 
categories of barrier type, but they have been presented according to what appears 
to be the most likely barrier type or factor. While all three factors can influence 
behaviour, the COM-B framework highlights that factors related to capability and 
opportunity may influence motivation, and factors of motivation may in turn 
influence capability. 

8.2 Barriers relating to capability 
This section outlines factors related to ‘the individual’s psychological and physical 
capacity to engage in the activity concerned’ (Scottish Government, 2013) that can 
prevent those experiencing hidden homelessness from approaching local 
authorities for assistance. There are two ‘mechanisms’ within this category that 
might undermine individual capability. Firstly, there is physical capability, which is 
whether people have the physical strength, skills or stamina to perform the 
behaviour. Secondly, there is psychological capability, which is whether people 
have the knowledge, awareness, memory or reasoning to carry out the behaviour. 

8.2.1 Awareness about being in housing crisis  
Some people do not realise they are experiencing homelessness because they 
associate it only with more visible forms such as rough sleeping. There can be a 
misconception that homelessness services are solely for those sleeping rough. 
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Some third sector and lived experience participants mentioned that the lack of 
awareness of being in housing crisis is particularly prevalent amongst those who 
sofa surf or who live in overcrowded conditions. These people did not view 
themselves as homeless because they had a roof over their heads, despite their 
living situation being unsuitable. Although this is evidently a barrier of psychological 
capability, it is also a barrier driven by physical opportunity in that these individuals 
may not have had access to accurate information about what constitutes 
homelessness. It is also driven by social opportunity as it also reflects dominant 
cultural norms about what constitutes ‘homelessness’.  

Relatedly, participants also suggested that even they were aware that their housing 
situation required intervention, sofa surfing and living in overcrowded households 
were sometimes viewed as acceptable in comparison to ‘worse’ circumstances of 
homelessness, such as rough sleeping. By viewing their current arrangement as 
comparatively better, they sometimes delayed seeking assistance from local 
authorities. One third sector participant shared their experiences of young people 
who are unaware of their homelessness:  

“There are a lot of young people who don't realise or don't view themselves 
as homeless. They're in, [or] they might be in, a precarious family situation. 
[It] might be overcrowded, [they] might even be experiencing levels of abuse 
and neglect. However, they don't at a younger age, that sort of perceptions 
and ideas of homelessness, they don't relate. People can't relate that to 
being homeless. I think there's a … the general perception – public 
perception – is that that obviously that the homeless person is the person, 
somebody sitting on the street, being roofless.” 

 
This resonated with one LGBTI participant, who had sofa surfed and stayed in a 
cupboard while being a student. They shared:  

“I had no idea that I was homeless, at any point in that situation. Or the only 
housing support that I would ever have considered getting was [support 
dealing with] problematic landlords. If you were already in housing, and you 
weren't getting repairs done or they were trying to keep a deposit from you, 
which probably is a byproduct of being a student, but that's the only housing 
support I would have ever thought of getting. So, in terms of homelessness 
support, unless I was out on the streets, I would never have even thought 
there would even be support there for that situation because as far as I was 
concerned, I had a roof over my head. I had people around me.” 

Hidden homelessness, when normalised, can take different forms among different 
groups. For example, third sector participants mentioned that students and young 
people would describe how they simply stayed with different friends to avoid rough 
sleeping and presenting at homelessness services.  
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8.2.2 Prioritisation of non-housing needs  
Some people experiencing hidden homelessness were forced to prioritise other 
needs before having the physical or psychological capability or capacity to tackle 
their living situation, especially if they faced complex challenges.  

Experiences of trauma, mental health issues, or substance use led some people to 
deprioritise their living conditions.  

8.2.2.1 Those affected by substance use 
People with lived experience and some third sector participants agreed that 
substance use could act as a barrier to approaching services. Participants with 
lived experience who had been affected by substance use shared that they were 
often not ready to seek assistance until they addressed their addiction. One person 
who had been sofa surfing with family discussed: 

“My addiction had to be treated first, so I was going through different 
processes and staying with my family member and knowing that I needed to 
get out. I needed my own space, but there was a practical side for me, in 
terms of not being maybe quite well enough or able or feeling strong enough 
to give up alcohol when that’s [what] was creating a lot of the problems.” 

One participant, with a history of substance use and childhood trauma, described 
how these experiences influenced one another and led to poor mental health, low 
self-esteem and a lack of confidence. They explained how they used substances as 
a coping mechanism to mask their feelings and this meant that their housing 
problems remained unaddressed. 

8.2.2.2 Trauma  
This research finds that experiences of trauma can influence whether an individual 
approaches their local authority for homelessness assistance. Several third sector 
participants reflected that some people experiencing hidden homelessness needed 
support to cope with their trauma – and this could either be pre-existing trauma or 
trauma resulting from homelessness. Otherwise, they were unlikely to engage with 
homelessness services, when needed. Additionally, some people who initially 
approached services might withdraw due to their trauma and fail to re-engage. 

Some participants with lived experience described the way that these barriers 
related to trauma could be compounded by others, such as where adverse 
childhood experiences influenced their decisions related to hidden homelessness 
and ability to advocate for themselves. For example, some people with lived 
experience described growing up in chaotic situations which involved substance 
use, violence and relationship breakdown. One lived experience participant 
described how his trauma and experiences of substance use influenced how he 
viewed his own capabilities:  

 



 

43 

“I think there was just a lot of instability and this kind of went back [to] my 
teen years where I was staying with my mum and her partner, but she wasn’t 
supposed to be staying there, it was quite complicated. There was some sort 
of fraud that was happening, so when I was living there, then when I left 
school and started taking a job, I wasn’t allowed to use that address even 
though I was staying there because I wasn’t supposed to be there... from that 
early age, you know just being in places where you kind of, you knew you 
weren’t supposed to be because it’d actually be a crime and there’s just been 
a lot of instability in childhood, untreated mental health and trauma within the 
family about separations and how I dealt with certain things... I started to use 
drugs and cannabis but had [obtained] a job, I would get promotions, I started 
a law degree and amongst that I was struggling I suppose. I was struggling 
with really low self-esteem and confidence. I was using [drugs] to block out I 
suppose painful emotions, and I never really had anybody ... I think that does 
go to attachment issues, abandonment and I never really felt I was ever that 
grown-up or capable.” 

8.2.3 Difficulty in advocating for oneself 
Participant interviews illustrate that people experiencing hidden homelessness may 
struggle to advocate for themselves, making it challenging for them to approach 
their local authority for assistance. In this research, factors affecting people’s 
capability to self-advocate were connected to their mental health, their levels of 
confidence and skills, or insufficient aftercare from their local authority according to 
their needs.  

Several third sector participants reported that people struggling with their mental 
health often found approaching homelessness services intimidating. They 
explained how some people would look for alternative, hidden circumstances 
instead of seeking support. As one third sector participant reflected, ‘the main 
[barrier] we've seen is mental health issues, people may be being paranoid and 
have a distrust of authority.’ Another third sector participant described that:  

“A lot of people suffer from social anxiety in more extreme cases, paranoia 
and all that side of things...There are some people who live in that grey area 
of not being unwell enough to access hospitals but also not being well 
enough to be able to cope with their circumstances.” 

Third sector participants indicated that a lack of confidence in literacy or language 
skills act as a barrier. One organisation highlighted the need for support systems to 
help people to build the confidence and skills required to access homelessness 
services effectively: 

“Even though people are aware of available services, they may not have the 
confidence or ability to properly engage with them. It's about the person 
needing help but not having the skills to get that help.”  

Several third sector participants and those with lived experience described how 
insufficient follow-up support was a barrier to some in approaching local authority 
homelessness services. A few people with lived experience highlighted that moving 
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into stable housing can be daunting. Without follow-up support, they feared that 
they would not be able to maintain a property.  

For example, one participant with lived experience reflected that they did not 
understand the financial burdens of maintaining a property, such as budgeting, 
council tax, and registering for utilities once they had moved into stable housing. 
Another participant with experience of substance use described why they declined 
a housing offer: ‘I've had an offer on that, but I didn't take that because I didn't think 
I would have got the support I needed...I can't enjoy it.’ One participant who did go 
on to approach the local authority for assistance noted that once they moved in, 
there was no aftercare to see how they were managing emotionally or practically. 
They further reflected that they felt like they were not able to feel at home in the 
accommodation and, because of the way they felt emotionally, they feared they 
could lose the property.  

8.3 Barriers relating to motivation 
This section outlines motivational barriers or “all those brain processes that 
energise and direct behaviour, not just goals and conscious decision making” 
(Scottish Government, 2013) that can prevent those experiencing hidden 
homelessness from approaching local authorities for help to find stable housing. 
There are two ‘mechanisms’ within this category that might undermine a person’s 
motivation. First, there is reflective motivation – which is whether people have the 
self-belief, identity and intention to be motivated to perform the behaviour. Second, 
there is automatic motivation, which is whether the person has the habits and 
reinforcements (such as rewards) to motivate them to undertake the behaviour. 

Findings are drawn from interviews with people with lived experience, third sector 
participants, and people working in local authority homelessness services. 
Furthermore, some of the examples in this section are illustrative of why people 
may not seek support in a subsequent experience of homelessness, why they 
might not pursue an application, or why they might not want to seek support if they 
are aware of someone else having negative experiences of support. 

8.3.1 Perceptions of the homelessness service 
Negative perceptions of local authorities' homelessness services can be a barrier to 
people approaching those services for assistance. In this research, perceptions 
were often based on previous experiences with the homelessness service (either 
direct or second hand) or other forms of statutory service provision.  

8.3.1.1 Perceptions of frontline staff and their ability to provide 
support  

Several third sector and local authority participants highlighted that some people 
seeking assistance had negative perceptions of front-facing staff within local 
authority homelessness services, with staff occasionally being perceived as unable 
to provide a service which meets their needs or as being unhelpful or unwelcoming. 
They reported instances where frontline staff, including those in contact centres and 
receptionists, made them disinclined to seek assistance. For example, when 
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frontline staff repeatedly asked individuals to confirm that they had no alternative 
accommodation, applicants reported feeling that they were not being listened to. 
One local authority participant described the interaction between people 
experiencing homelessness and frontline reception staff: 

“I have heard a few people being almost deterred by reception, so it would 
kind of [be] classed as gatekeeping. Being told [by staff] or even by other 
customers in the reception area [that] there’s no point waiting here and you'll 
be waiting three years or something…People can almost be deterred, either 
subconsciously or consciously, from making a homeless application at that 
point.” 

One lived experience participant, living in an overcrowded household, felt they did 
not receive sufficient support from the local authority to meet their needs. They 
described this lack of support as isolating. Another person with complex needs, 
living in unsuitable accommodation, echoed this sentiment and noted the absence 
of a consistent point of contact to answer questions about the application process. 
They continued: 

“I had to find out a lot of information for myself which I think should have just 
been coming from these people [the local authority] voluntarily. But they 
don't, they will be withholding [information] and not tell me things.” 

It was also suggested that dissatisfaction with the level of service provided may be 
a reflection of the lack of capacity within – and pressures faced by – frontline 
homelessness services. Indeed, a few third sector participants indicated that local 
authorities face high demand, often being overstretched and lacking the resources 
needed to support the volume of people in need. They described that this could 
sometimes result in some people being given information leaflets directing them to 
other organisations to seek their support during application rather than being 
guided through the process. Consequently, they reported that people who had 
approached the service may have felt that they were not being properly listened to.  

8.3.1.2 Perceptions of the availability of suitable housing 
Most third sector participants and those with lived experience identified a lack of 
housing stock as a barrier to people seeking assistance for – and being helped to 
resolve – their homelessness. They described this shortage as existing in both rural 
and urban areas. One organisation noted that ‘homelessness services [are] unable 
to meet demand [for housing] and [are] therefore creating barriers to people who 
should be accessing assistance.’ One lived experience participant described the 
difficulty of finding accommodation due to government cuts and increased 
homelessness: 

“It just seems like so difficult to find accommodation now, and I don't know if 
it's just that the government has cut funding… for that sort of thing and that 
they're only able, [to] accommodate so many people, and there's a lot more 
homeless [people now].” 
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There were also instances where housing was available and offered to those in 
need. However, third sector and lived experience participants described the 
perceived suitability of housing offers as another barrier. For example, one 
participant from the Roma community described that young married couples often 
had three or four children. In this circumstance, the participant felt that members of 
the community would likely stay within the paternal family home as a concealed 
household due to what they perceived as a shortage of suitable accommodation for 
larger families.  

A few third sector participants described how the suitability of housing offered to 
people who have made a homeless application has, in some cases, driven them to 
return to their previous hidden situation. One participant highlighted that young 
people were sometimes placed in temporary accommodation with older adults with 
more complex needs; a situation which could be intimidating, leading the young 
person to choose unsuitable arrangements over the temporary housing provided.  

Some third sector participants noted that the location of the housing could be a 
barrier. Some people feared being placed far from their social and community 
networks, which may mean having to move their children to another school. This 
uncertainty deterred some from making a homelessness application, preferring to 
stay in their hidden situation to remain close to their existing networks. 

8.3.1.3 Cultural considerations 
Some third sector participants described how certain homelessness services were 
perceived to lack cultural competence, creating barriers for those seeking 
assistance. They noted that people experiencing hidden homelessness felt they 
would not receive appropriate support or housing from these services. This 
perception was sometimes based on personal experiences and other times on 
information shared within communities. 

One third sector participant emphasised that the fear of being placed away from 
their networks deterred people from seeking homelessness assistance. A few third 
sector participants described this as particularly significant for those with English as 
a second language. In their experience, when housed away from their community, 
people faced unfamiliarity, struggled to integrate and found it difficult to access 
informal support networks. 

Additionally, a few third sector participants stressed the importance of considering 
the dietary needs of some communities. For example, they highlighted the need for 
services to be mindful of housing with access to halal food shops for Muslim 
communities. They explained that if people do not have access to the food they 
need, they would struggle to settle in a property. There is a perception that local 
authorities do not consider cultural dietary needs, and this acts as a barrier to 
people seeking homelessness assistance. 

There was a sense that if staff at local authority homelessness services were more 
informed about the needs of specific minority ethnic communities, more people 
would seek assistance. One third sector participant reflected on this: 
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“They [local authority homelessness services] might be a bit more 
empathetic, or understand situations are not as simple and clear cut. It takes 
a hell of a lot for a [minority ethnic] woman to get up and make that call or to 
approach us, or even to approach homelessness [services]. A lot of the time, 
doors are just slammed in their face, and there's just, like, they just go back, 
and they don't leave [their hidden situation].” 

8.3.1.4 Fear of judgement and discrimination 
Some third sector participants reported that when people did seek assistance, they 
felt judged or not taken seriously by local authority services. These experiences 
resulted in some people not wanting to seek assistance in a subsequent experience 
of homelessness. Additionally, third sector participants mentioned that some 
individuals felt they were being assessed on whether they were ‘homeless enough’ 
to meet the criteria for assistance:  

“One of our young people that we were speaking to actually on Friday was 
talking a lot about stigma and how you present and whether you look like 
you're homeless enough for services and because they were quite well 
dressed, they felt they weren't getting taken seriously… Who are you? Are 
you homeless enough? There's a judgement around this… Homeless enough 
to meet the criteria.” 

A few third sector participants said that some young people felt they were not 
believed by local authorities because their parents were unable or unwilling to verify 
their story. 

Discrimination, including racism and ableism, was another barrier reducing people’s 
motivation to seek homelessness assistance. One participant with lived experience 
of homelessness15 and of black African heritage, described feeling overlooked and 
ignored. They believed their race was a contributing factor to their situation, and 
that preferential treatment was given to people from white communities. They said:  

“If I was a white person, would I have been left in this precarious situation for 
all these years? One [starts to think] that it is a black thing...100% there’s a 
sense in which discrimination, racism seems to have a bigger hand in the 
way in which I have been treated.”  

Additionally, some people’s internalised negative self-perceptions prevented them 
from accessing homelessness assistance, as they expected local authorities to 
share those perceptions. One lived experience participant from the Roma 
community reflected that some Roma people hold negative views of themselves 
due to the discrimination they face in wider society. 

A few third sector participants recounted instances of women from minority ethnic 
backgrounds approaching local authority homelessness services and receiving a 
negative response. They described incidences of these women encountering 

 
15 This individual did not fit this study’s definition of ‘hidden homelessness’. 
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racism and experiencing inappropriate language directed towards them. This 
influenced their decision to remain in a hidden situation. 

A few third sector and lived experience participants also described ableism as a 
barrier for those at risk or experiencing hidden homelessness. One neurodivergent 
lived experience participant16 shared that they felt that there was ‘a lack of support 
and there’s a lot of institutionalised discrimination against disabled people – autistic, 
physical, mental health.’ They felt this way due to the way they were treated when 
accessing homelessness assistance. As another example of ableism from within 
the sample, another lived experience participant who was visually impaired felt that 
the homelessness system was inaccessible to them:  

“I wasn't familiar with the system... What you do is [you take] a number and 
they shout your number, and you actually go to a particular desk so you can 
see for somebody who's registered blind, the whole system is completely 
inaccessible. So, I [found] somebody to go away to discuss [my 
homelessness circumstances] and they objected to a third person be[ing] 
there without a notification, and I explained to them [I’m blind]... It [was] just 
very, very messy…. I felt a bit insecure, a bit frightened.” 

Several third sector and local authority participants described a perception that third 
sector participants are more reflective of the communities they serve and are 
potentially more supportive of their religious, cultural, or linguistic needs. 
Consequentially, they were described as having a better understanding of why 
people may want to remain hidden.  

8.3.2 Mistrust 
Some people with lived experience and a few third sector participants described 
mistrust as a barrier to approaching the local authority to secure stable housing. 
This mistrust was either in the homelessness service itself, the local authority, or 
wider authorities (as described in section 8.3.1). They explained how it can stem 
from the perception of being overlooked or abandoned by the local authority system 
or their community.  

More details on stigma and the fear of being overlooked or abandoned by the 
community are provided in section 8.3.5. There is also a relationship between 
mistrust in different communities and misinformation, the latter of which is 
described in section 8.4.5. 

Several third sector participants described how mistrust could be a longstanding 
issue with wider agencies. One organisation noted that mistrust could even date 
back to childhood. They explained, ‘… even going back to school if [people 
experiencing hidden homelessness had] a bad experience with professionals, then 
they're not [going to] be trusting and they’re [going to] be scared to approach 

 
16 This individual did not fit this study’s definition of ‘hidden homelessness’. 
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people and tell their story.’ This example highlights how previous experiences can 
influence decision-making later in life.  

A lived experience participant with a history of trauma described how, during a 
previous period of hidden homelessness, they were reluctant to re-tell their story to 
homelessness services after a negative experience with a wider agency. As a 
university student sofa surfing, they applied for funding for tuition fees, but this 
funding was linked to household income. They explained that they had used the 
details of a family member they often stayed with. Later, the Student Awards 
Agency Scotland (SAAS) queried this information. When attempting to explain, the 
participant recounted: ‘… and the person at SAAS said that I had been abandoned 
[by parents], and I hung up the phone and just thought, I can't deal with this.’ This 
experience created a barrier to the individual engaging with local authority 
homelessness services and other authorities. 

8.3.3 Perceptions of the application process 
Several third sector and lived experience participants described negative 
perceptions of the homelessness application process as a barrier to seeking 
assistance. Participants highlighted the challenges relating to the lengthy 
application process, its complexity, and a lack of knowledge about what to expect. 

While there are national level requirements for homelessness application 
processes, they are often enacted differently across local areas. This may then 
result in variation of experiences for people experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness.  

8.3.3.1 Perceptions of the length and speed of the process  
Some third sector participants and lived experience participants described the 
lengthy application process as a deterrent. Many organisations noted that waiting 
over two years for stable accommodation was a barrier, and this was particularly 
pronounced for people with complex needs or those who had commitments such as 
education or work. For example, one lived experience participant, who had 
previously experienced hidden homelessness, contacted the local authority but felt 
their application was not progressing. They resorted to using an advance on their 
wages and borrowing money to secure a private rental rather than wait for support 
from the service.  

Additionally, some local authority participants described how they had a lack of 
capacity to process homelessness applications, created barriers that lead to a 
motivational barrier as this perpetuated the perception that the process would take 
a long time. However, some local authority participants reflected that raising 
awareness of available upstream support could lead to earlier prevention of 
homelessness and might offset potential demand for downstream services. 
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Section 8.2.3 highlighted mental health as a barrier to seeking homelessness 
support. Relatedly, one lived experience participant described how their anxiety 
worsened during the lengthy application process. They felt they were not making 
progress in securing stable accommodation. A male participant, a prison leaver with 
anxiety, shared their daily experience of attending homelessness services: 

“I’m not coming here every day when I’m still going to be in the same 
predicament tomorrow. The day after that, whether I come here or not, the 
situation is still going to be the exact same. The only difference [to] me 
coming here is taking three to four hours [out of] my day…. Standing here for 
nothing for absolutely [no] reason whatsoever.” 

8.3.3.2 Perceptions of the complexity of process 
A few third sector and lived experience participants found the homelessness 
application process complex. One third sector participant described how they felt 
that the complexity of the application process led people to seek third sector 
support for their applications. They also noted that local authorities within Scotland 
used different systems which made it more complicated for them to help people 
complete their applications. They also described how the complexity of the process 
led to mistrust in the service: 

“It's no longer the case that you can pick up a phone and speak to somebody 
directly. You have to go through an online form or you have to go through 
various hoops. If you're sofa surfing and you don't have money to put on your 
phone to then phone back somebody, and that person doesn't phone you, 
you very quickly are going to lose trust in services.” 

Several organisations noted that experiencing hidden homelessness made the 
process complicated due to unclear communication about rights and entitlements 
and a lack of good quality information (which is discussed in section 8.4.5). It was 
reflected that without awareness of their rights, some people became discouraged 
and stopped the application process. 

8.3.3.3 Perceptions of the clarity of the process 
Some third sector participants described that not knowing what to expect from the 
application process was a barrier and that this lack of clarity leaves people unsure 
of what they need to do. One organisation noted that approaching the service could 
be intimidating, while some people with lived experience felt fear at the prospect of 
attending homelessness services as they did not know what to expect.  

Several third sector participants and those with lived experience highlighted a lack 
of clear communication regarding the steps involved in the application process, 
which acted as a barrier to progressing with a homelessness application. The 
uncertainty and lack of information led to disengagement from the process.  
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8.3.4 Fear of repercussions from approaching services 
A few third sector participants and lived experience participants described the fear 
of implicating people in their social or family networks—or even themselves—in 
legal or financial trouble by approaching the local authority. This fear was related to 
various circumstances including finances, their immigration status and childcare.  

Some lived experience participants avoided seeking assistance to prevent them 
from having to disclose their undeclared stay. For instance, one participant 
refrained from approaching homelessness services to avoid revealing their stay 
with someone who was receiving benefits. They worried that their presence might 
lead to accusations of benefit fraud, putting their loved one at risk.  

This fear of repercussions also had a direct impact on those experiencing hidden 
homelessness and their access to broader support services or opportunities. They 
avoided using the address of the person they stayed with for fear of implicating 
them. This fear prevented them from claiming benefits or receiving financial 
support, and even impacted their ability to open bank accounts, vote or apply for 
Young Scot cards. As one third sector participant recalled: 

“All the benefits that she could have got from the Council [but] she can't 
because of this situation [sofa surfing with family member]. So she can't get 
[a Young Scot] card. She’s fallen in between all the cracks as she is not 
registered [for statutory support] anywhere because of the [sofa surfing] 
situation. She's not real, she's invisible, you know.” 

A few lived experience and third sector participants described avoiding 
homelessness assistance to prevent their children from being taken into care. This 
also reflects a fear of judgement, which was discussed previously in section 8.3.1.4. 
For instance, one third sector participant mentioned that women with children 
feared involvement from wider support services and judgement about their 
parenting. They worried that this could lead to severe consequences, such as their 
children being taken into care. Such fears prevented them from seeking the help 
they needed. 

For one individual, fear of legal repercussions prevented them from approaching 
their local authority. One person with lived experience had outstanding warrants 
during a period of hidden homelessness. They feared arrest if they approached 
their local authority for assistance and so they did not approach them. They were 
subsequently arrested and spent 18 months in prison. Upon release, they 
described how they felt that they were now able to resolve their homelessness. 
They remarked: ‘Then when I got out, obviously I was, you know, it was a fresh 
start. I didn't have any warrants. So, I could then start looking for accommodation.’ 

8.3.5 Fear of stigma 
Several third sector participants, local authority participants, and individuals with 
lived experience identified stigma as a key barrier to seeking homelessness 
assistance. This manifests as self-stigma (or internalised stigma), stigma from the 
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general public, stigma from their social networks and stigma from wider support 
services. 

Several third sector and lived experience participants described public stigma as a 
significant barrier to seeking homelessness assistance. Many people avoid seeking 
help to avoid being associated with homelessness by others. A lived experience 
participant noted that people often assume those experiencing homelessness are 
affected by substance use. Some third sector participants also highlighted the 
widespread belief that people are responsible for their homelessness, which fosters 
feelings of shame and self-stigma. 

Some individuals with lived experience explained that self-stigma created a barrier 
when the perceptions that people have about homelessness do not align with their 
perception of themselves Therefore, they can be reluctant to be seen – or to see 
themselves – as ’homeless’ which can present as a barrier to seeking assistance 
and being officially labelled as such. In this study, self-stigma was predominantly 
experienced by people who had other elements of stability in their lives, such as 
employment or study opportunities. For instance, a woman in employment who had 
experienced hidden homelessness shared: 

“I did have that information, it took me a while to get over the whole stigma of 
me being a young woman who is now homeless, like it was new to me. 
Although I knew where homelessness [services] were, it was new to me and I 
was working and then it takes away everything. Every part of your security 
goes when your house goes because you’re left wondering where, when, and 
what.” 

Relatedly, some third sector participants noted that some people found it difficult to 
admit they were experiencing hidden homelessness. One organisation remarked, 
“We deal with a lot of really proud people, so having to go through that journey is a 
real pride thing to say, ‘I’m struggling.’” One third sector participant suggested that 
men might find it harder to admit needing support. 

One organisation mentioned that people often explained they were raised to be 
independent and not ask for help. Additionally, another organisation highlighted the 
interplay between pride, mental health, and the ability to seek support: 

“To ask [for help] might be the biggest thing you do that actually could really, 
[and it can] drive a real mental health wedge between you and getting 
services simply because [of your pride and that] you've been brought up all 
your years, to not use services [and] to stand on your own two feet.” 

A few local authority participants pointed out the stigma associated with staying in a 
hostel. One local authority participant observed increased presentations after 
switching temporary accommodation support from a hostel-based model to bed-
and-breakfast and hotel accommodation. They shared: 
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“[We]had the same number of presentations in three days than we would 
have had in a month previously. So, I don’t know if there’s an actual link to 
that or to people’s understanding of the type of accommodation that they’re 
going to go into or not.” 

Additionally, some third sector participants noted that homelessness is particularly 
taboo in certain religious and minority ethnic communities. This cultural stigma 
prevents people from being open about their housing circumstances due to fear of 
bringing shame upon themselves and their families. One organisation explained 
that this hinders people from seeking the support they need. 

Most third sector participants explained that stigma from wider support services 
also deterred people from seeking homelessness assistance. For instance, one 
organisation described the difficulty of registering with a GP without an address and 
how GP services could stigmatise individuals in these situations. They noted: 

“Someone wanting to register with the GP, if you’re homeless and if you’ve 
got no address, you’ve got to jump through barriers depending on the 
practice, if they’re helpful or not. If you raise your voice, if you get frustrated, 
they’ll send you away straight away. I think a lot of attitudes to homelessness, 
to the barriers people are facing is a big part of it and that has a knock-on 
effect in people’s motivation [to seek homelessness assistance].” 

8.3.6 Worries over loss of autonomy  
Many people who have experienced hidden homelessness described an underlying 
uncertainty in their living circumstances. However, fear of losing their sense of 
autonomy and control often prevented them from seeking assistance.  

Some individuals chose not to engage with services for fear of losing autonomy 
over their situation. For example, a student who was sofa surfing planned her 
activities around staying with friends. She organised regular meetings with different 
friends on different days of the week, creating a rhythm that ensured she always 
had somewhere to stay. This approach allowed her to maintain some control over 
her situation.  

Similarly, another person with lived experience emphasised the importance of 
autonomy, especially given their previous trauma (the latter of which was discussed 
in section 8.2.2.2). They described how maintaining control was important to them 
due to having little control in chaotic childhood situations. Although they recognised 
that their living circumstances were unsustainable, they were apprehensive about 
losing the control they had gained by seeking assistance. 

A few third sector participants observed that some people, despite experiencing 
homelessness, prefer to manage on their own rather than seek assistance from 
local authorities or support services. In particular, one third sector participant noted 
that a small number of people were content with sofa surfing and believed they 
would not benefit from assistance. This builds on the findings outlined in sections 
8.2.1 and 8.4.4 which emphasise, respectively, a lack of awareness of being in a 
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housing crisis and the normalisation of hidden homeless situations as barriers to 
people seeking local authority support. 

8.4 Barriers relating to opportunity  
This section outlines the opportunity barriers that can prevent those experiencing 
hidden homelessness from seeking formal homelessness support. Within the COM-
B framework, opportunity barriers are defined as “all of the factors that lie outside 
the individual that make the behaviour possible or prompt one’s behaviour.”  

There are two mechanisms through which opportunity barriers impact behaviour. 
Firstly, there may be barriers to physical opportunity which impact whether a person 
has the time, money, resources and/or space to undertake the behaviour and, 
secondly, there may be barriers to social opportunity, which impact on whether a 
person has the social support, influences or norms to undertake the behaviour. The 
themes relating to opportunity are largely linked to structural, social or physical 
barriers based on poverty and inequality that influence the opportunity for people to 
seek help to secure stable housing.  

8.4.1 Poverty 
Throughout this research, poverty was described as a barrier to individuals seeking 
assistance from the local authority for their homelessness. This acknowledgement 
was both explicit and implicit. In this section, poverty is described as an opportunity 
barrier but can also influence motivational and capability barriers, described 
previously. Firstly, most third sector participants noted that people living in poverty 
often prioritise immediate needs, such as accessing food and basic necessities, 
over long-term solutions like securing stable housing. This focus on short-term 
survival can lead people to overlook or underestimate the importance of stable 
housing. This observation aligns with the findings in section 8.2.2, which highlighted 
that the prioritisation of non-housing needs is a barrier to seeking homelessness 
assistance. 

Moreover, several third sector participants and individuals with lived experience 
described how early experiences of poverty and trauma can contribute to low self-
esteem and confidence. This can discourage people experiencing hidden 
homelessness from seeking assistance, as discussed previously in section 8.2.2.2 
on trauma. One third sector participant described the impact of repeated hardships 
as ‘a revolving door where people are just in survival mode’, which meant some 
individuals feel that they lacked the resilience needed to navigate support systems. 

Additionally, some third sector participants described that people experiencing 
hidden homelessness who are also living in poverty may face practical barriers that 
impede their ability to seek assistance. For example, limited access to 
transportation, phones and stable internet can make it difficult to reach out to local 
authorities or attend necessary appointments.  
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8.4.2 Digitalisation of local authority systems  
Some third sector participants described the digitalisation of local authority 
homelessness services as creating barriers to service access in several different 
ways. Digitalised services were described by respondents as forming barriers of 
physical opportunity, in that some people did not have access to the relevant 
systems needed for the application (i.e. a computer, a phone, an email address); 
and as barriers to psychological capacity where people did not have the digital 
skills/literacy to complete the application.  

Some third sector participants reported that those experiencing digital exclusion, or 
those who do not have the skills to use technology effectively, struggle to obtain 
information about available support and the application process. This digital divide 
creates barriers that prevent people experiencing hidden homelessness from 
securing stable housing. Digital poverty was also found to exacerbate these 
challenges. This was not just a barrier for those who lacked the financial means to 
afford digital devices or internet access altogether, but also for those with older 
devices, as respondents reported issues with completing the application process 
where more recent operating systems were required than their device could 
support. 

These barriers were found to be compounded by a reduction of face-to-face 
services. Some third sector participants described how, in the past, these same 
people could have received support from the local authority to complete the 
application. Without these in-person options, navigating the online process has 
become daunting for those without the necessary digital skills. One third sector 
participant highlighted that:  

“A massive barrier is the electronic system that people must apply through. 
Then they must go back in and they must put in their situation. We are seeing 
people who are really struggling, but we can't do it for them because the 
Officer requires an e-mail address.”  

8.4.3 Lack of affordable housing 
Most third sector participants highlighted a severe shortage of affordable housing in 
Scotland, with this shortage affecting various sectors including private rentals, local 
authority and housing association properties, and homelessness services. One 
local authority focus group participant expressed the perception that the shortage of 
affordable housing may be exacerbated by private landlords exiting the market, 
allowing remaining landlords to increase rents, making the private rented sector 
increasingly competitive and therefore unaffordable to those subject to the 
limitations of local housing allowances. 

Where there is a shortage of affordable housing, it means that when people do 
seek assistance, they may encounter long waiting lists for suitable long-term 
accommodation, as discussed in section 8.3.3.1. Several third sector participants 
reported that the combination of limited housing options and extended wait times 
can discourage people experiencing hidden homelessness from reaching out to 
local authorities.  
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One third sector participant highlighted that they are not aware of clear plans to 
address housing supply problems. Therefore, people may perceive the wait times 
and the uncertainty of securing housing as too daunting, leading them to rely on 
informal, hidden arrangements instead. This is illustrated in the following extract 
from an interview with a third sector participant: 

“We know there's not a lot of housing stock and we're fed-up hearing about [how] 
there's not a lot of housing stock. But there doesn't seem to be things in place or 
maybe there are, but they don't communicate well about what they're doing to 
tackle it. The fact there is no housing stock is forcing people into either going 
underground or going into dangerous unused houses or tents.” 

8.4.4 Intergenerational housing instability and normalisation of housing 
instability 

The normalisation of housing instability emerged as a barrier preventing individuals 
from seeking stable housing assistance from local authorities. For some, this was 
due to growing up with experiences of housing instability, sometimes as part of a 
cycle of homelessness and housing instability that spanned generations, resulting 
in a perception of such conditions as normal. This ingrained perception can 
diminish any sense of urgency to seek assistance, as they might not recognise their 
situation as needing intervention, impacting reflective motivation.  

Relatedly, a lived experience participant highlighted how poor experiences of 
intergenerational homelessness can deter people from seeking help. They had a 
negative perception of a parent who had previous experience with homelessness 
and who had previously sought assistance from the local authority. Because they 
did not want to associate themselves with their parent, they opted to steer clear of 
accessing such services.  

Additionally, some third sector participants described that when parents or carers 
display scepticism or mistrust towards authority figures, children are more likely to 
adopt similar attitudes. This can lead to a belief that the assistance offered is either 
inadequate or inaccessible, influenced by past negative experiences or 
misinformation, the latter of which is discussed in section 8.4.5. 

Meanwhile, some third sector participants and lived experience participants felt that 
some communities normalised living in overcrowded situations. One lived 
experience participant from the Roma community highlighted that staying in 
overcrowded housing can sometimes be seen as a cultural choice. However, 
despite clarifying that this was not always the case, the participant felt that this has 
led to the perception from people outside the Roma community that it is reasonable 
for Roma people to be living in overcrowded situations. In turn, this influenced their 
perception of their housing situation and their likelihood of approaching the local 
authority for assistance. The participant shared: 

“[Roma people] do this for survival… I think maybe it's seen as a cultural 
thing, but I think they are trying to survive the best way they can, and they 
know if they stay together, they'll have a better chance of surviving.” 
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8.4.5 Lack of good quality and timely information  
While the lack of knowledge of rights was described previously as a motivational 
barrier, third sector participants also highlighted how a lack of good quality and up-
to-date information acted as a barrier of physical opportunity keeping people from 
seeking assistance from homelessness services. They described instances where 
a lack of access to accurate informational resources contributed to, those at risk of 
homelessness and those experiencing homelessness being unaware of their right 
to assistance.  

Both third sector and lived experience participants gave examples of seeking 
information about homelessness support from a number of different sources where 
the information provided was out-of-date and inaccurate or where the organisation 
did not know the information about local authority services existed.  

Some third sector participants described inconsistencies in how rights and 
entitlements are communicated to people experiencing or at risk of homelessness. 
One third sector participant highlighted that there is a lack of understanding of 
homelessness rights. Additionally, a few third sector and local authority participants 
described that wider statutory services did not always understand what would be 
considered a housing crisis, resulting in them not signposting people into 
homelessness support services.  

For example, several third sector participants expressed their belief that health, 
education and employment services had low awareness of the statutory definition 
of homelessness in Scotland. Inconsistent information about rights or entitlements 
can create confusion, frustration or mistrust and can hinder people from 
approaching homelessness services.  

Misinformation about local authority services was reported as a barrier to 
approaching homelessness services for assistance. For example, some third sector 
participants described how those in employment thought they would not be eligible 
for homelessness assistance as a result of their employment status. This 
misconception led some people to rely on hidden and insecure solutions. 

A few third sector participants described misinformation as a particular issue in 
some minority ethnic communities. For example, people from some minority ethnic 
groups were described as relying on their community for information. However, 
when this information is inaccurate, it can spread easily. As one third sector 
participant reflected, ‘[There is] a lot of misinformation in the black and minority 
ethnic community because it’s all word of mouth, and we find a lot of people don’t 
have the right information.’  

A few local authority participants reported that there was a perception that people 
experiencing homelessness must stay in temporary accommodation to be 
considered a priority for settled housing. They reflected that some people 
experiencing hidden homelessness preferred to remain in their current 
circumstances until they received a housing offer. For example, some people who 
were sofa surfing were aware that their situation was unsustainable. However, they 
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described feeling safe in that environment. The assumption that they would have to 
leave that environment to enter temporary accommodation served as a barrier to 
approaching the local authority homelessness services. One third sector participant 
reflected that social media can play a role in reinforcing misinformation, stopping 
people from approaching services:  

“Social media has a huge [role] to play. There's a lot of misinformation out 
there. People see [or] hear something and they just automatically assume 
that social services, social work will take away children…Social services 
won't [help] unless, and the council won't help you because X, Y or Z or the 
NHS or the local council won't help you because they've heard a story.” 

Outdated information was identified as a reason why some people had not 
approached local authority homelessness services. For example, one participant 
with lived experience shared that they had not approached services for assistance 
due to the belief that they had to be homeless in an area for six months before 
receiving support. They explained that they were told by an acquaintance that it 
was necessary to have a local connection to an area before homelessness services 
would help.  

Further insights revealed how misinformation could be used to manipulate 
vulnerable people. For example, a few third sector participants mentioned that 
women experiencing domestic abuse, particularly those with children, were 
provided with false information by the perpetrators of the abuse. They described 
that misinformation was shared to instil fear and coerce people into remaining 
hidden in unsafe environments. A few third sector participants recounted that some 
women were told by their perpetrators and social networks that if they sought 
homelessness support from the local authority, social services would intervene and 
remove their children. 

8.4.6 Homelessness service failure to support diverse communication 
needs 

Some people with lived experience reported being unable to access homelessness 
services independently because of their communication needs. For example, those 
with English as a second language reported needing a translator to facilitate 
communication. However, a lack of adequate translation support created a barrier – 
in this instance, a physical opportunity barrier – to accessing homelessness 
services. One third sector participant shared: ‘for people who don’t have a lot of 
literacy skills, [some] cannot even write, you know, and we cannot speak the 
language of theirs and they don't have that specific translation of their own.’  

A few participants with lived experience and third sector participants described use 
of informal translators, but they also noted the risks of misinterpretation.  

A few third sector participants reflected that those with learning disabilities found it 
difficult to advocate for themselves and communicate their circumstances. They 
explained that this often led to frustration and disengagement, as these people felt 
that services did not understand their needs. 
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Additionally, a third sector participant noted that some people did not have access 
to communication methods such as a telephone, which prevented them from 
contacting or engaging with homelessness services.  

8.4.7 Service accessibility 
A few third sector participants described people’s employment as a barrier to 
accessing local authority homelessness services. This is because these services 
typically operate during standard working hours. This schedule made it difficult for 
some employed individuals to attend and access support without jeopardising their 
employment. While there is an emergency telephone number for out-of-hours 
support in some local authorities, it focuses more on crisis relief each evening 
rather than on assisting with the application process.  
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9 What are the turning points that prompt 
people to seek help from local authorities?  

9.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the turning points in people’s lives that prompted them to 
approach the local authority for assistance, focusing particularly on what changed 
in their lives for them to find a route out of hidden homelessness. Interviews with 
people with lived experience, third sector participants, and people working in local 
authority homelessness services have informed the findings.  

This chapter highlights five key turning points that prompt people to seek 
assistance from their local authority: changes in financial security; the risk posed to 
friends and family as a result of a person’s hidden homelessness; support from 
wider local authority or third sector services; changes relating to health and 
wellbeing; and the escalation of abuse and/or exploitation. 

9.2 Changes in financial security 
Some lived experience participants and third sector participants described how 
changes in financial security could prompt individuals to approach services for 
assistance. Examples included losing or gaining employment, which affected their 
access to regular income. 

Several third sector participants noted that changes in employment circumstances 
could be both positive and negative turning points. For instance, some individuals 
moved into stable housing when they received a job offer that included 
accommodation as part of the employment package. On the other hand, a loss of 
employment often made precarious living conditions intolerable, pushing individuals 
to seek stable housing more urgently. One third sector participant recognised that 
even in situations where an employment offer included accommodation, this often 
only provided an individual with stable housing on a short-term basis. Once the 
season of work ended, people would often move back into their hidden 
circumstances. For some, the loss of a job made their already unstable housing 
situation unsustainable, prompting a more urgent need for stable accommodation 
and an approach to the local authority. 

For a few lived experience participants in this research, finding and maintaining 
stable employment and a regular income helped them to move into stable 
accommodation in the private rented sector. Third sector participants and 
participants with lived experience gave examples of employers providing wage 
advancements to help employees secure privately rented tenancies. For example, 
one lived experience participant, who had experienced sofa surfing before securing 
private rented accommodation, reflected: ‘I was able to ask [my employer] for an 
extension on my wage to get it earlier so that I could pay for my rent, which in 
hindsight was great because I secured my tenancy.’  



 

61 

9.3 Risk to friends and family 
Section 8.3.4 highlighted a fear of repercussions for friends and family as a barrier 
to approaching local authority services. On the other hand, this research also finds 
that the risk posed to friends and family as a result of a person’s hidden 
homelessness can also become a turning point for accessing support.  

Some third sector participants and one lived experience participant highlighted that 
women experiencing domestic abuse would seek support once the escalation of 
abuse was a threat to their children. Section 9.5 provides further detail around the 
escalation of abuse as a turning point.  

A few third sector participants suggested that some people were prompted to 
access homelessness assistance if there was a risk to their pet’s safety or if they 
faced the threat of being separated from their pet. For example, as one third sector 
participant recalled:  

“A man [was] sleeping in his car with his two dogs and came to us because 
somebody had seen the dogs and reported it to the SSPCA, who had told me 
[they] basically had to be homeless dogs because he could not have the dogs 
sleeping in the car. So, that was why he then decided to access support 
because he didn't want to be [apart from] the dogs.” 

9.4 Changes in health and wellbeing  
Section 6.4 highlighted poor health and wellbeing as a route into homelessness. On 
the other hand, this research also finds that declining health sometimes acted as a 
catalyst for seeking homelessness assistance. This included physical and mental 
health, and substance use. A few participants with lived experience described that 
once their health deteriorated, they knew they needed to change their 
circumstances as they could no longer cope with the combined pressure of their 
housing situation and their health challenges. Additionally, in some instances, an 
improvement in health allowed people to overcome that particular physical 
capability barrier.  

The health needs of children were also identified as turning points for seeking 
assistance. People with lived experience described how the hidden circumstances 
negatively impacted on their children’s health. For example, a woman with lived 
experience, living in an unsafe and overcrowded environment, reflected on the 
impact hidden homelessness was having on her son:  

“I was in a house with three kids with additional needs all in the one room. It 
was difficult. That wee boy was quite suicidal at the time as well, [he would] 
climb out windows and jump over bannisters and bring me knives [out the] 
drawers. It was difficult because he wasn't getting his own space to regulate. 
So, we're all very on top of one another and [it was] very frustrating.”  
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9.5 Escalating abuse and exploitation 
The escalation of abuse for those in unsafe situations was reported as a motivating 
factor to seek support from local authority homelessness services in some 
instances. Women with lived experience particularly cited the escalation of financial 
and physical abuse as pivotal moments in their journey towards seeking 
assistance. For instance, one lived experience participant reflected that she only 
sought support when she could no longer buy the things that she needed to care for 
her children as a result of financial abuse.  

Some third sector and lived experience participants described that in these 
circumstances, they would often turn to friends and family first. However, after 
exhausting these options, they would seek stable housing from local authority 
homelessness services. Women with children reported that they would only leave 
their hidden homeless and unsafe environments if they could take their children 
with them.  

One third sector participant described how a minority ethnic woman experiencing 
domestic abuse approached the local authority after an escalation of abuse:  

“One of the clients [experiencing domestic abuse], she went to speak to the 
council to ask for a homeless place and they said ‘are you in immediate 
danger, do you need to leave now’, and she said ‘yes, I need to leave now’ – 
she had a seven-year-old son. They said to her ‘okay, we can house you in 
this place.’”  

Some third sector participants indicated that both men and women sought local 
authority homelessness assistance due to escalating abuse or exploitation. They 
described women as more likely to experience financial and physical abuse in 
domestic violence situations, while they felt men were more likely to face abuse 
from non-family members. 

Moreover, several third sector participants described that if the abuse did not 
directly cause someone to leave an unsafe environment, its emotional impact often 
led them to a ‘breaking point’ in their mental health. This breaking point sometimes 
motivated them to seek help to get stable housing. 

9.6 Support from wider local authority services or third sector 
organisations  

Some people with lived experience reported seeking assistance when they became 
aware of relevant services through their interactions with wider services or the third 
sector. Examples included primary care, social care or welfare services. One care 
experienced participant described how they accessed homelessness assistance 
through their social worker after a period of hidden homelessness: 

“I spoke to my foster parent. They [got] in touch with the social work straight 
away. I still think I have an allocated social worker even though I never made 



 

63 

any contact with them or had anything to do with them essentially. But they 
stepped in and put me in touch with whoever it was at the [local council] who 
allocated me a scatter flat.” 

Several third sector participants also mentioned that when an individual accesses 
wider support services to address issues such as domestic abuse, mental health, 
sexual health and poverty, this could become a turning point in their journey 
towards stable housing. Some services proactively inquired about people’s housing 
situation which led them to be signposted to homelessness support.  
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10 Discussion 
10.1 Introduction 
This research explores the experiences of hidden homelessness in Scotland and 
presents evidence for the Scottish Government to consider how the barriers that 
people may face in approaching the local authority for assistance can be resolved. 
This chapter synthesises findings from the literature and qualitative evidence 
gathered from participants. In particular, it considers how people experienced 
hidden homelessness and why they remained hidden, and how they sought to 
overcome the barriers they faced. 

10.2 How people experienced hidden homelessness in Scotland 
and why they remained hidden 

Hidden homelessness, in the Scottish context, occurs when people experiencing 
homelessness do not approach the local authority for assistance and are, therefore, 
not counted within official homelessness statistics. This definition may differ from 
other contexts. This research presents a range of experiences from third sector 
support organisations, local authorities, and people with lived experience of hidden 
homelessness and highlights a number of complexities related to identifying those 
who are ‘hidden’. Participants’ experiences shed light on the dynamic and non-
linear nature of homelessness, wherein it is common to move between different 
living circumstances (or forms of homelessness), and between being hidden and 
‘visible’ or in stable housing and back again. This can make it complex to isolate the 
factors that are unique to hidden homelessness. 

Within this study, the drivers of homelessness for those experiencing hidden 
homelessness were similar to the known drivers of homelessness more generally 
(Alma Economics, 2019). Homelessness in Scotland, as in many other parts of the 
world, results from a combination of structural, individual and interpersonal factors. 
There is no single driver of homelessness. Instead, these factors all play a role and 
interact with one another – and the balance of causes differs over time and 
between different groups (Watts, Johnsen and Sosenko, 2015).  

However, this research did indicate that barriers associated with some of these 
same factors can help explain why people remained hidden. For example, abuse 
and exploitation are significant pathways into homelessness more generally, but 
also feature experiences that form barriers keeping people from seeking 
homelessness assistance once there. Even when someone does leave an abusive 
situation, fear of the abuser, or misinformation shared by them, shame, and the 
stigma associated with abuse can deter people from seeking assistance from 
authorities. They may also distrust authorities (which can be due to previous 
experiences with authorities), fearing that their situation will not be understood or 
that their children may be taken into care. As a result, they can experience hidden 
homelessness— staying temporarily with friends, moving frequently, and avoiding 
formal systems.  
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People from minority ethnic groups can encounter various barriers to seeking 
assistance from local authorities for homelessness, shaped by a mix of structural 
and interpersonal factors, including cultural aspects, as set out earlier in the report. 
Minority ethnic groups are at an increased risk because of some of the perceptions 
communities have of themselves and others have of those communities. These can 
then lead to mistrust, misinformation and negative perceptions being perpetuated. 
As a result, people may not be signposted to support services or know that they 
can access them.  

Additionally, care-experienced individuals and people leaving prison were 
described as being at increased risk of experiencing homelessness, and also 
hidden homelessness, for related reasons. The literature suggests that people in 
these situations are at higher risk of homelessness due to a lack of interpersonal 
support systems and opportunities to develop capabilities related to navigating 
housing systems. This study found that these past experiences can also deter them 
from seeking help, fearing institutional responses or due to a learned mistrust in 
authorities, or leaving them with challenges navigating homelessness support 
(Sanders, Hirneis and Picker, 2024).  

Similarly, section 8.4.4 describes how intergenerational and other historical 
experiences of homelessness and housing insecurity could act as both drivers of 
homelessness and barriers to seeking assistance.  

However, not all participants experiencing the same circumstances described 
encountering the same barriers, highlighting the individual and contextual nature of 
how hidden homelessness is experienced. For example, some participants with 
intergenerational experiences of housing insecurity saw their living conditions as 
normal. Others did not engage with services because they wanted to distance 
themselves from this lived experience by avoiding the same patterns of 
homelessness experienced by their parents. This highlights a paradox where some 
of those most in need of assistance may be less likely to seek it. It also reflects the 
relationship between the routes into homelessness – and specifically hidden 
homelessness – and the barriers that people face, whereby the same factors that 
led people to experience hidden homelessness are also the same factors that keep 
them hidden.  

10.3 Overcoming barriers and accessing housing or support 
This qualitative research highlights that some people found a route out of hidden 
homelessness (and homelessness more generally) by overcoming the initial barrier 
that hindered them from seeking assistance from the local authority, but others 
were triggered to seek support due to factors unrelated to their original barriers. For 
example, some people described barriers of understanding in terms of being 
unaware that their circumstance entitled them to homelessness assistance. For 
some in this group, once they were provided with accurate information, that was 
sufficient to prompt them to seek assistance from the local authority.  
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However, overcoming barriers to seek help was more complex for others. For 
example, some people with lived experience described that they were not aware 
that they were in a crisis at that time or that their situation entitled them to 
homelessness support. By viewing their current arrangement as comparatively 
better, they delayed seeking assistance from local authorities. This illustrates two 
overlapping barriers (lack of awareness of available support and lack of awareness 
of being in a housing crisis) but that these barriers play out in different ways, for 
different people - and potentially are influenced by their broader experiences with 
other barriers to explain why some go on to engage with the local authority but 
others still do not. 

Where participants’ routes out of homelessness were not facilitated by a removal of 
their original stated barrier(s), this was often because other factors improved or 
worsened, changing their reflective or automatic motivation. For some, this took the 
form of a positive change and, for others, it was due to a deterioration in their 
circumstances. For example, this could be change for the worse in relation to health 
or the escalation of abuse, at which point the perceived benefits of seeking 
assistance outweighed the potential or perceived risks.  

Additionally, some participants in this study found routes directly out of hidden 
homelessness into settled accommodation, for example by finding stable 
employment that enabled them to find settled accommodation without approaching 
the local authority. 

This research also shows that social networks play an important but complicated 
role in the lives of those experiencing hidden homelessness. For those 
experiencing hidden homelessness in this study, breakdowns in social relationships 
were found to be a key driver of housing insecurity; fear of experiencing stigma 
from peers was a barrier to seeking support; and norms created through social 
networks, as well as inaccurate information shared within them, were found to 
disincentivise support-seeking. However, social networks were also key sources of 
support, prevention, and provision of temporary shelter (usually through sofa 
surfing). These networks were described as both vital and fragile. Relying on 
friends or family was described as straining relationships, as the prolonged need for 
support can exhaust goodwill and resources.  

Taking these findings together, this research suggests that people experiencing 
hidden homelessness experience a range of barriers and motivational factors that 
may prevent or enable them to seek assistance from local authorities. Perceived 
risks or implications of seeking assistance, such as fear of stigma, repercussions, 
or mistrust of authorities, can outweigh the benefits, resulting in people remaining in 
precarious living situations.  

This research also highlights factors that, while sometimes being protective and 
providing some stability, may also have kept people hidden. These are linked to 
financial capital, social capital, and physical capital.17 In some instances, 

 
17 Definitions building on the work of P. Bourdieu (1986).  
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experiences of hidden homelessness from this study were related to people having 
sufficient resources to allow them to maintain circumstances that they considered 
just ‘acceptable enough’ that they were not motivated to seek housing support. The 
role of social capital is described above in relation to social networks/relationships. 
Where people had access to financial capital, they were able to contribute to a 
household supporting them (if sofa surfing) or provide them with access to food and 
amenities. Where participants described access to certain forms of physical capital 
such as cars, vans, caravans, or other physical places to stay, these provided 
hidden roofless environments which allowed people a degree of security, comfort 
and freedom from stigma comparatively to sleeping rough outdoors.  

Collectively, these findings indicate that addressing hidden homelessness is not 
solely about overcoming single barriers as people may become or remain hidden 
homeless due to a range of barriers that are context specific, individually 
experienced, and may change over time. The varied experiences in this study show 
that there is often no single reason why people remain hidden in homelessness. 
Therefore, the goal should be to erase as many barriers to seeking statutory 
support as possible, ensuring that enough obstacles are lowered to change the 
‘risk-reward calculus’ unique to each individual, to support them to seek any 
needed assistance before circumstances worsen.  
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11 Conclusions and recommendations for 
the future  

11.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines the conclusions from this study and provides some 
recommendations for consideration. It ends with a discussion of potential avenues 
for future research and data collection.  

11.2 Conclusions 

The experiences of hidden homelessness in Scotland are varied. The nature of 
hidden homelessness makes it difficult to understand its true extent. The study 
draws on the insights of third sector participants about those perceived to be most 
at risk of hidden homelessness.  

The five groups cited most often by third sector participants were: 

• young people – frequently cited as at the highest risk, young people face 
homelessness due to relationship breakdowns, overcrowded households, 
financial instability, and abuse; they often sofa surf, unaware that they are 
considered homeless or unaware of available housing options 

• those who have experienced domestic abuse – particularly pertinent to 
women, these individuals often remain in unsafe environments due to fear 
and anxiety about the homelessness system, concerns for their children, 
immigration status or a lack of awareness of rights  

• women – women often experience hidden homelessness due to domestic 
abuse, relationship breakdowns, exploitation, and complex needs; they 
may exhaust social networks before seeking help, and this can be due to 
fearing repercussions for loved ones who have been supporting them 
while in their hidden circumstance 

• minority ethnic groups – minority ethnic groups are more likely to live in 
overcrowded or concealed households due to complex housing needs, 
language barriers, and difficulties navigating the housing system; there 
are additional challenges for those with uncertain or restricted eligibility 
due to their immigration status  

• those in higher or further education (students) – students can face hidden 
homelessness due to housing shortages and affordability issues in 
university locations; they may sofa surf, live in overcrowded households, 
or remain with abusive partners due to a lack of housing 

However, experiences of people in these groups, as well as others, were not 
mutually exclusive and identities/characteristics/experiences were often 
intersectional, impacting lived experiences. This research identifies the 
circumstances and routes into hidden homelessness, highlighting structural factors, 
the breakdown of social networks and family dynamics, poor health and wellbeing, 
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and abuse and exploitation. These drivers are similar to those for visible 
homelessness. A similar pattern was shown for the routes out of hidden 
homelessness, whereby the findings aligned with homelessness experiences more 
generally. However, we must also acknowledge that there are likely to be segments 
of the population of people experiencing homelessness who did not engage with 
services who were not interviewed as part of this research, and their experiences 
have not been captured.  

This research categorised barriers to seeking assistance from local authority 
homelessness services into capability, motivational, and opportunity barriers. 

• capability barriers included a lack of awareness of being in a housing 
crisis, prioritisation of non-housing needs, and difficulty in advocating for 
oneself 

• motivational barriers included negative perceptions of homelessness 
services, mistrust, negative perceptions of the application process, fear of 
repercussions, fear of stigma, and worries over loss of autonomy  

• opportunity barriers included poverty, digitalisation of the local authority 
system, lack of affordable housing, barriers stemming from 
intergenerational housing instability, lack of good quality and timely 
information, homelessness service failure to support diverse 
communication needs, and service accessibility 

This research also explored turning points prompting individuals to seek assistance 
from the local authority. Key drivers included changes in financial security, the risk 
posed to friends and family, contact with wider support services, changes in health, 
and escalating abuse. Factors that triggered people in hidden homelessness to 
seek support were sometimes found to be related to the barrier(s) that originally 
kept them hidden, but sometimes were not.  

Collectively, these findings indicate that addressing hidden homelessness is not as 
simple as removing individual barriers. People may become or remain hidden 
homeless due to a range of barriers that are context specific, individually 
experienced, and may change over time. For some, access to resources enabled 
them to remain hidden, or worsening circumstances prompted them into a more 
acute crisis that prompted intervention. These findings highlight the need for a 
comprehensive approach to lower as many barriers as possible to enable people to 
access homelessness support without the need to reach a negative trigger point. 

11.3 Recommendations for the future 

This section provides recommendations for engaging with people who are not 
currently being reached and ensuring that homelessness and support services are 
accessible to all. The efficacy and feasibility of these recommendations have not 
been tested in practice – rather, they provide suggestions based on the findings 
from this qualitative research, with its acknowledged limitations. Some 
recommendations may have resource implications for services with already low 
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capacity so implementation should be considered carefully to avoid causing 
overstretching of existing capacity. 

11.3.1 Recommendations for engaging with people not being reached: 
making people aware of the different circumstances of homelessness 
and their rights to assistance 

This study identified that some people experiencing hidden homelessness were not 
aware that they were in a housing crisis and this prevented them from seeking 
assistance from the local authority. Some people, particularly those who were sofa 
surfing or staying in overcrowded households, thought that they were not 
experiencing homelessness or entitled to homelessness support because they had 
a roof over their heads. Additionally, a few people in this research described how 
they became aware of information and their rights for assistance by engaging with 
wider support services for non-housing-related matters. This was tied to barriers of 
psychological capability and physical opportunity which also impacted motivation. 
Therefore, there is a need to take a multi-pronged approach to reach and engage 
with people experiencing or at risk of hidden homelessness.  

Recommendation 1: 

Educate and support wider public services that come into contact with people 
experiencing or at risk of hidden homelessness, particularly regarding their 
statutory duties to respond.  

Recommendation 2: 

This study highlighted the important role of social networks as trusted sources of 
information. Therefore, community champions and representatives from various 
community groups, trained in delivering accurate and up-to-date homelessness 
information, could play a pivotal role in bridging gaps in knowledge and 
understanding – gaps which are sometimes exacerbated by cultural and/or 
linguistic issues. Such an approach could help to foster trust and encourage 
individuals to seek help. 
 
Recommendation 3: 

Implementing screening programmes in schools, colleges and universities could 
serve as an upstream approach to identifying young people at risk of homelessness 
- in particular, students at risk of sofa-surfing or unsuitably staying with family or 
friends. Early intervention is critical in preventing long-term homelessness and 
could help address the underlying issues contributing to a young person's housing 
instability. One original example of this in practice is the Geelong Project in 
Australia; this involved surveying high school children to identify people at risk of 
homelessness, resulting in a 40% reduction in youth homelessness and a 20% 
reduction in young people leaving school early (MacKenzie, 2018). Since then, the 
‘Upstream’ school-based intervention has been piloted in Wales, Scotland and 
England. Learning from these pilots could valuably inform the development of 
screening and early intervention initiatives going forward. 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/research/explore/find-a-project/view/2500988-upstream-cymru
https://www.rocktrust.org/upstream-scotland/
https://centrepoint.org.uk/what-we-do/prevention
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11.3.2 Recommendations for accessible services: Supporting people with 
their wider needs that can help them to secure and maintain stable 
housing 

This research illustrates that some people experiencing hidden homelessness had 
communication and access needs that were not necessarily aligned with the current 
processes within homelessness services. This experience created barriers related 
to psychological capability, physical opportunity and impacted motivation, 
preventing access to homelessness assistance.  

Recommendation 4: 

Local authorities could use the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA) to gain a 
deep understanding of their communities' specific needs, enabling them to provide 
accessible and effective housing services. Each JSNA currently contains a section 
on housing and homelessness but more could be done to combine data sources to 
understand more about the people with a housing need in their local area. This 
assessment could help identify accessible service needs, allocate resources 
efficiently, and tailor approaches to support vulnerable groups. Additionally, training 
staff in cultural competence may be essential, particularly in areas with significant 
minority ethnic populations, to ensure services are respectful and responsive to the 
diverse backgrounds of those they serve. Implementing multilingual support and 
hiring diverse staff could enhance the accessibility of homelessness services, 
helping to address barriers that contribute to hidden homelessness. 

Recommendation 5: 

To make homelessness services more accessible, local authorities could consider 
expanding or flexing their opening hours and providing face-to-face support with the 
application process. Many services currently operate from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., which 
conflicts with the working hours of many people. Extending service hours into the 
evenings and weekends could allow those who work during standard hours to 
access support without jeopardising their employment. This flexibility is needed to 
ensure that all people, regardless of their work schedules, can seek the assistance 
they need.  

Moreover, some people experiencing hidden homelessness may lack the digital 
skills and equipment required to complete online applications. Trained staff or 
volunteers could offer in-person guidance, helping applicants to fill out forms, 
understand eligibility criteria, and submit applications. This personal support should 
ensure that digital literacy barriers do not prevent people from accessing the 
services they need. 

Recommendation 6: 
 
Services must be tailored to the hidden homelessness experiences of different 
groups, recognising patterns in the routes into and out of homelessness. For 
instance, minority ethnic groups could benefit from services that are aware of the 
processes or where to signpost people, as well as culturally competent services 
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that address language barriers and complex housing needs. Furthermore, the 
gendered differences in hidden homelessness experiences underscore the 
importance of designing gender-informed interventions that meet the specific needs 
of men and women. For example, if data collected indicates a need, access to 
female-only services should be promoted given the links between gender-based 
violence (or domestic abuse) and hidden homelessness. Similarly, these 
interventions for women should prioritise trauma-informed care. While 
acknowledging gender differences, it is also essential to avoid assumptions based 
solely on gender and to design flexible interventions that accommodate diverse 
needs. 

Recommendation 7: 

Local authorities will require sufficient capacity to deliver accessible and effective 
homelessness services. If there are interventions to raise awareness of hidden 
homelessness, or any expansions in service provision, there will likely be an 
increased demand for homelessness services. Demand may also increase due to 
the proposed new Housing Bill (Scotland) and there should be a review of the 
capacity of services to meet current and anticipated demand. It is to be hoped, 
however, that earlier prevention of homelessness may reduce demand for, and 
therefore the cost of, downstream homelessness interventions in the longer term. 

11.4 Considerations for future research 

This study has highlighted gaps in the current evidence base and, as such, this 
section provides suggestions for potential future research which would help to 
improve the current knowledge of hidden homelessness in Scotland.  

Future research could explore methods for quantitative data collection to 
understand the extent and characteristics of hidden homelessness in Scotland. 
Detailed demographic and socioeconomic data could enable a more 
comprehensive understanding of the scope and scale of hidden homelessness. 
This is, of course, difficult given the nature of the population and the fact that they 
are hidden. Moreover, this research has highlighted the fluidity of people in hidden 
and visible circumstances of homelessness. As such, the hidden element of 
homelessness often precedes people seeking assistance.  
 
There are opportunities to improve data collection at the local authority level, such 
as through HL1, by posing questions about how long individuals were in their 
previous situations. This could provide a foundation for stock and flow analysis, 
showing how those who experienced hidden homelessness move through the 
system. Nationally representative household surveys, like the discontinued Scottish 
Household Survey module on homelessness, could also help identify past 
experiences of hidden homelessness and quantify its financial impact. Enhancing 
this data collection would support economic analysis and inform a data framework 
for policy development and outcomes tracking, building on the recommendations in 
the Better Data, Better Results report (Centre for Homelessness Impact, 2019). 
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Subject to successful passage of the legislation, the prevention duties in the current 
Housing Bill will require relevant public bodies (beyond housing services) to ask 
about housing to prevent homelessness earlier in a person’s journey. Monitoring 
and evaluating this process could help to understand the impact of the new policy 
on the most at-risk groups identified in this study. It may also reveal which services 
people experiencing hidden homelessness engage with. This could help Scottish 
Government, local authorities and wider statutory services (including health, 
benefits, employment and justice services) target and refine strategies for 
engagement with people experiencing hidden homelessness. 

Local authorities could carry out research to record and analyse interactions with 
people that they have reason to believe may be homeless but who do not make a 
formal application for assistance. Ethnographic research could help local authorities 
to build an understanding of any barriers that may be unique to their local area, or 
to help ascertain whether and/or how local context influences people's decisions 
about whether or not to approach the local authority for assistance. By better 
understanding the reasons behind these interactions that do not result in a formal 
homeless application, local authorities could make informed changes to improve 
service accessibility and engagement. Regularly reviewing this data could highlight 
areas needing attention, such as communication gaps, service accessibility issues, 
or specific concerns of particular community groups. Additionally, local authorities 
could track the effectiveness of the new Housing Bill Scotland in reaching out to 
people who would otherwise be hidden homeless, including any patterns in the 
groups well and less well served by these new duties (if passed). 

Targeted research on at-risk groups, such as women, young people, and minority 
ethnic groups, could provide detailed insights into the challenges of hidden 
homelessness, helping to tailor interventions more effectively. Additionally, further 
research is needed for groups including LGBTI people, migrants, asylum seekers, 
and rural populations to deepen understanding of their specific barriers. Tools like 
journey mapping, which documents the lived experiences of those transitioning 
between hidden and visible homelessness, could highlight key intervention points, 
while network analysis could explore how social connections provide informal 
support to those facing housing instability. 
 
Active engagement with individuals who have experienced hidden homelessness is 
essential for addressing hidden homelessness. Their involvement in testing 
recommendations and co-designing solutions could help to ensure that 
interventions are culturally sensitive, relevant, and effective. This participatory 
approach empowers individuals, fosters trust, and provides valuable insights into 
the unique challenges faced by different groups. Ultimately, partnerships between 
communities and service providers strengthen both service delivery and social 
cohesion, creating more sustainable and holistic solutions to hidden homelessness. 
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Appendix A 
Research Advisory Group membership consisted of representatives from: 
 
• Argyll and Bute Council  
• Centre for Homelessness Impact  
• Centre for Homelessness and Inclusion Health, University of Edinburgh  
• Glasgow City Council  
• Homeless Network Scotland  
• Housing Options Scotland  
• Scottish Government 
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Appendix B 
Stories of participants’ lived experience 
This appendix summarises the findings from interviews with three participants to 
help convey the lived experience of hidden homelessness.  

The stories of these three participants were chosen to illustrate some of the key 
themes that emerged from the research. These include: 
 

• the fluidity of visible and hidden homelessness 
• experiences of domestic abuse  
• support received in accessing local authority homelessness services  
• perceptions of self and local authority homelessness services 

These detailed, pseudonymised accounts provide a deeper understanding of the 
lived experiences of hidden homelessness. They illustrate some, but not all, of the 
different experiences of hidden homelessness.  

Alia’s story  
Alia is a woman with three children and is from a minority ethnic community. She 
experienced domestic abuse and hidden homelessness.  

Alia sought support from a third sector organisation providing domestic abuse 
support at this time. She did not want to approach the local authority homelessness 
service due to negative word-of-mouth information about the local authority. Alia 
was worried about being placed in an unfamiliar area and away from her 
community.  

Instead of approaching local authority homelessness services, Alia fled to her 
friend's three-bedroom house. Her friend lived there with her husband and their 
three children. After some time, Alia realised that the overcrowded situation was not 
suitable or sustainable.  

Alia was signposted to the third sector organisation through her social network who 
advised Alia to seek stable accommodation through the local authority 
homelessness process. With their support, Alia accessed local authority 
homelessness services and secured temporary accommodation. 

Stevie’s story 
Stevie is a man currently living in a hostel after periods of visible and hidden 
homelessness.  

Stevie has been affected by substance use. He sought support for this through 
rehabilitation. Stevie described that he had to give up his social housing tenancy to 
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enter rehabilitation. He left rehabilitation suddenly and then had nowhere to stay. 
He is originally from the West of Scotland but had moved to Edinburgh at this time.  

Stevie stayed in different places. He regularly went to his daughter’s home to 
change and eat. He slept in a graveyard out of public view but he often felt unsafe 
there. Stevie then slept rough on a main high street. He chose a particular spot that 
was well-lit on a busy street as he felt this was safer. 

Although Stevie had navigated the homelessness system previously, he had heard 
that he needed to be homeless for six months locally to get assistance because of 
previous legislation and needing to have a local connection. This belief stopped him 
from approaching local authority homelessness services. 

Stevie then attended a GP appointment for a chest infection. They spoke about 
different aspects of his health and substance use. The doctor referred him to local 
authority homelessness services. As a result, Stevie received temporary 
accommodation and commissioned wrap-around support for his substance use. 

Melissa’s story 
Melissa is a white woman who is care experienced.18 She has experienced hidden 
homelessness by sofa surfing with friends and family when aged 17 to 21.  

Melissa had a chaotic childhood and described experiences of trauma, violence, 
mental health problems and substance use in her immediate family. When Melissa 
was a teenager, her relationship with her family broke down, and she had nowhere 
to stay.  

Instead of approaching local authority homelessness services, Melissa relied on her 
networks and links with her wider family and friends for places to stay. Melissa was 
a high-achieving student and felt this meant that everyone expected her to have all 
aspects of her life in order. She focused on ‘putting on a mask’ for her friends and 
downplayed the instability in her housing situation. 

Melissa did not engage with any third sector or homelessness services. She once 
almost sought support from a university hardship fund. However, she felt too proud 
to ask them for help. Melissa felt that she had come so far on her own after a 
challenging childhood that she did not want to be seen to be needing help from 
anyone. This included homelessness services and wider support services. Melissa 
ended up securing a stable income and saved her wages. She used this to put 
down a deposit for a privately rented flat share.  

 
18 A child or young person is 'care experienced' if they are living, or have lived, in care at any stage 
in their life. 



 

81 

Appendix C 
The interview and focus group topic guides used in the research can be found 
below. 
 

1. Lived experience topic guide  

Those with experience of housing insecurity and hidden homelessness 

Introduction and overview 
RSM UK Consulting LLP (RSM) and Institute for Social Policy, Housing, Equalities 
Research at Heriot-Watt University (I-SPHERE) have been commissioned by 
Scottish Government to undertake a piece of research into housing insecurity and 
hidden homelessness, including but not limited to sofa surfing, living in 
overcrowded homes, sleeping in cars, hidden rough sleeping, or living somewhere 
that feels unsafe because of abuse from other household members.  
 
This research looks to hear from people who have experienced housing crisis and 
understand more about the impact of living in these situations and barriers they 
face in getting the support they need. We want to learn more about what led to their 
circumstances whether they sought help and/or had any difficulty in getting help 
because of their particular circumstance. That is because we want to understand if 
some groups find it harder than others to get the help they need to resolve their 
housing problems.  
 
My name is [researcher name – RSM] and I am part of the research team. Thank 
you for agreeing to participate in this interview. The aim of today’s discussion is to 
understand your experience of housing crisis and the factors that discouraged or 
delayed you from seeking support. Areas which we will explore in our interview 
today include: 

• your experience of housing crisis, how they affected you, and your awareness of 
help available 

• what if any support you’ve been offered or used 
• whether you’ve experienced any challenges in getting help in finding stable 

housing 
• what if any advice you’d give regarding how things could be done differently in 

the future 
 
This discussion should take approximately 45 to 60 minutes. During the interview I 
would like to take a recording/transcript and recording of the discussion for the 
purpose of note taking. During this interview, your privacy will be protected at all 
times. Everything you say will be treated as confidential – the only exception being 
if you were to tell me that you or someone else was at risk, in which case any 
concern would be shared with an appropriate professional. We would tell you if that 
were to happen.  
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If you would feel more comfortable you are able to have a support person present 
for this interview.  
 
Your comments will not be attributed to you in our final report. Your participation in 
the study, and what you tell us, will not have any effect on your eligibility for support 
services.  
 

Consent 
Interviewer to check that the interviewee is happy to proceed with audio recording 
(in person), MS Teams transcription and video recording/ telephone recording 
(delete as appropriate), Checking if they understand the purpose of the study, that 
they can refuse to answer any questions and may stop the interview at any time 
without having to give a reason, that they will not be identified within the report and 
recordings will be saved to RSM’s internal secure system. Then start the recording 
and get the participant to reaffirm their consent verbally.  

Wording for verbal consent:  
Can you please confirm that: 

• you understand the purpose of the study, that taking part is voluntary, and 
that you can withdraw from the research at any time 

• you understand that you can refuse to answer any questions and may stop 
the interview at any time without having to give a reason 

• you understand that you will not be identified in any reports resulting from the 
research; everything you say will be treated as confidential – the only 
exception being if you were to tell one of the researchers that you or 
someone else was at risk, in which case any concern would be shared with 
an appropriate professional – we would tell you if that were to happen. 

• you consent to the interview being recorded via MS Teams transcription and 
video recording [delete as appropriate] for note-taking purposes – if 
conducting a telephone interview, explain that the call will be recorded using 
transcription instead of MS Teams 

• you are aware that the recording will be saved to RSM’s secure system, 
notes quality assured, and the video recording deleted within seven days  

• you understand how my data will be used in line with the Privacy notice 
• you can confirm that you have read the information sheet provided  

Interviewer note: if the interviewee is not happy for the interview to be recorded, 
transcribed, or video recorded, please ask the participant if you can take detailed 
notes during the interview. If interviewee is not happy to consent more generally, 
thank interviewee for their time and close interview. If using teams and the 
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interviewee is not comfortable being video recorded, explain that transcription alone 
can be used. If conducting a telephone interview, explain that the call will be 
recorded using transcription instead of MS Teams.  

Introductory questions 
RSM team to introduce themselves 

1. To start, please could you tell me: 
• Your name  

 
2. Can you please describe a little bit about yourself?  

 
Prompt: This is used to make them feel comfortable and at ease so can ask them 
about any light touch topic 

Current situation 
3. Can you tell me a little about where you are staying at the moment?  

a) Can you describe what where you are staying looks like?  
b) Does anyone else live there? Who and how many people? [probe: family, 

friends, people unknown?] 
c) Where are you sleeping while you are there?  

 
 Prompt: own bed, sofa, floor, outside 
 

d) What do you do during the day? 
e) Do you have access to the things that you need?  

 
 Prompt: eating/cooking facilities, bathing facilities, somewhere to sleep, 
privacy  
 Prompt: Where do they live for example, flat, friends, family, with unknown 
people? Who do they live with for example, family, friends, randoms?  

Wider experience and route into homelessness  
I know that we have focused on your experience in [REFERENCE PARTICIPANTS 
CIRCUMSTANCES] situation. However, have you ever experienced any of the 
following.  

4. Have you ever experienced any of the following:  
a) Living in overcrowded housing; 
b) Living in unlawful accommodation;  
c) Living somewhere unsafe because of domestic abuse or other type of 

abuse;  
d) Sharing your home with other households, due to not being able to afford 

or access a place of your own;  
e) Sleeping in a car;  
f) Sleeping in places hidden from view; or  
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g) Spending the night travelling on public transport services.  
 

5. Can you to tell me about what led you to staying in [prompt for each relevant 
experience described in Q3 or 11] or what led you to staying there in the 
past?  

 
The next question asks about a particularly sensitive issue – so please do feel free 
to say if you’d rather not answer it in which case I’ll just skip on to the next question. 
  

6. Some people have told us that they’ve exchanged sex or formed an 
unwanted sexual partnership in order to have somewhere to stay. Is this 
something you've ever had to do if you don’t mind my asking?  

a) If yes, do you mind telling me what circumstances led up to that, and what 
if any effect it had on you?  

Support  
7. Are you aware of the support available from the council to people in housing 

crisis?  

a) Have you in the past or are you currently receiving any support to find 
more stable housing, for example have you approached your local 
authority?  

b) [If in the past] When was this? 

 Prompt: council, charities, friends, family etc. 

If yes – move to Q5 
If no – Is there a reason why you did not seek support from the 
homelessness service at the local authority? 

a) Could you tell us more about that? 
Is there a reason why you did not seek support from a third sector 
organisation? Prompt: Charity, Crisis, Shelter 

b) Why did you feel you couldn’t ask for support/pursue it?  
c) Why was [REFERENCE REASON WHY THEY COULD NOT ASK 

FOR SUPPORT] a barrier for access for you? And move to Q12 

Prompt: personal circumstances/demographic factors, lack of knowledge re 
services, fear, stigma, coercive control etc. 

 
8. What support have you received?  

a) Who is/ was providing it? 

Prompt: Note to establish exactly who and what services they provide – e.g. 
the LA (homelessness, housing or other services) or from wider support 
service landscape (e.g. homelessness charity, addiction support etc) 

b) How did you ask for that support?  
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c) What response did you get? (Probe to ensure we get details of exactly 
what type of support they received) If not, why not?  

d) Why was that experience [REFERENCE REASON WHY THEY COULD 
NOT ASK FOR SUPPORT] a barrier for access for you? 

Prompt: what if anything prevented you from asking for help? 
Prompt: personal circumstances/demographic factors, lack of knowledge re 
services, fear, stigma, coercive control etc. 

 

9. What was the turning point in your journey where you decided you wanted to 
change your circumstances?  

a) What were the main contributors to you making that decision?  
b) Did the turning point force (if negative turning point)/ enable (if positive 

turning point) you to overcome the barriers we spoke about earlier 
[REFERENCE MENTIONED BARRIERS]?  

Prompt: Escalation in situation (domestic abuse), loss of employment, gaining 
of employment, family mediation  

 
10. What prompted you to seek that support? 

a) Once you realised you needed support, how long did it take you to 
approach those support services? If there was a delay, why was this?  

Prompt: Unsure of the process, hesitant to approach services  

b) What would have helped you to access services sooner? 
 

Prompt: what made you ultimately seek out that support, what was the turning 
point for you to approach services 

11. Reflecting on your perception of approaching local authority 
homelessness services for support, what did you think it would be like?  

a) How did that compare to what it was actually like when approaching and 
applying for homelessness services?  
Prompts: how long did it take/did you experience any delays? How were 
you treated? How easy or difficult was the process to navigate?  

b) What impact did your perception of homelessness services have on you 
seeking and accepting support?  
 

Prompt: positive or negative – not wanting to proceed with application further? 

12. Ultimately, did the support that you received from the local authority 
homelessness service resolve your homelessness?  
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a) [If the support was good and if not captured above] what was it about 
the support that was good and that helped? How did that support 
overcome the barriers [REFERENCE MENTIONED BARRIERS]?  

b) [If the support was bad if not captured above] what was it about the 
support that was bad? 

c) [Regardless of whether the support was good or bad] What, if 
anything, would have made that support better? What more could be 
done to overcome those barriers [REFERENCE MENTIONED 
BARRIERS]?  

13. [If previously hidden] If you didn’t access local authority support 
services, what did you do to resolve your previous housing situation? 

a) What made you want to resolve your housing situation? Was there a 
specific trigger or event that took place?  

Prompt: Self- advocacy, offered a job with accommodation, stable 
employment and finding own tenancy  

 

Learning for the future 
14. Do you have any advice on how local authority support services can be 

made more accessible to people experiencing the kinds of housing issues 
that you have?  
 
Prompt: what would be the best way to tell people that there is help out there 
for them or to make people more aware of their rights? 
Prompt: what should be done for people who might be reluctant to seek 
help? 
Prompt: (if the previous prompts are not causing reflection on own 
experience that is linked to barrier): reflecting on the reasons that you 
personally didn’t want to seek support, what could have been done to help 
you overcome that barrier?  
 

15. Given your experiences, what if any advice would you give to someone 
facing similar sorts of housing difficulties as you?  

Engagement and information  
 

16. Do you have any other comments or reflections that you would like to 
share?  

 

Inform the participant that support services are available [identified in the participant 
information sheet] following the interview if they would like to access them if they 
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found telling their story distressing in any way or would like to access support 
services.  

Also, remind them of the voucher they will receive as a token of gratitude for taking 
part (£20 Love to Shop voucher) and that we are able to provide a written letter 
from the Government about the voucher if they need one and ask if it can be sent 
electronically (our preference) if not we are able to post it out to an address, they 
are able to pick it up from? 

 

2. Support service topic guide 
Those who have worked with or supported those facing hidden homelessness 
 

Introduction and overview 
RSM UK Consulting LLP (RSM) and Institute for Social Policy, Housing, Equalities 
Research at Heriot-Watt University (I-SPHERE) have been commissioned by 
Scottish Government to undertake a piece of research into hidden homelessness.  
 
This research aims to draw out learning from the stories of people with experience 
of hidden homelessness and perspectives of stakeholders who support them. What 
we mean by hidden homelessness is people who are homeless according to the 
broad definition of homelessness employed in Scotland but are not visible on the 
streets and/or not included in official homelessness statistics. This includes people 
who: 
 

• would be deemed homeless in legal terms but may not consider 
themselves to be so (and therefore do not seek assistance from public 
authorities) 

• have sought assistance from support services because of their housing 
circumstances but have not gone on to apply as homeless via the council; 
or 

• are living in situations that inarguably constitute homelessness but are 
hidden from the view of the public and/or support service providers (e.g. 
hidden rough sleeping)  

 
This research aims to better understand the causes of hidden homelessness, its 
impacts on the people affected, and what if any barriers to accessing support, or 
reasons for not seeking it?  
 
My name is [researcher name – RSM] and I am part of RSM’s research team. 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. The aim of today’s 
discussion is to seek your thoughts on a range of issues including: 
 

• the ways in which hidden homelessness is manifest in Scotland 
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• whether some groups are more susceptible to hidden homelessness than 
others 

• what if any barriers to support exist for people experiencing hidden 
homelessness 

• any learning regarding what does or doesn’t ‘work’ in preventing and/or 
resolving hidden homelessness 

 
This discussion should take approximately 45-60 minutes. During the interview I 
would like to take a transcript and recording of the discussion for the purpose of 
note taking. You can refuse to answer any questions and may stop the interview at 
any time without having to give a reason During this interview, your privacy will be 
protected at all times. Everything you say will be treated as confidential – the only 
exception being if you were to tell me that you or someone else was at risk, in 
which case any concern would be shared with an appropriate professional. We 
would tell you if that were to happen. Your comments will not be attributed to you in 
our final report.  

Consent 
Interviewer to check if the interview consent form has been completed and sent 
back in advance. If not, please check that the interviewee is happy to proceed with 
MS Teams transcription and video recording then start the recording and get the 
participant to reaffirm their consent verbally. 

Wording for verbal consent:  
Can you please confirm that: 

• you understand the purpose of the study, that taking part is voluntary, and 
that you can withdraw from the research at any time 

• you understand that you can refuse to answer any questions and may stop 
the interview at any time without having to give a reason 

• you consent to the interview being recorded via MS Teams transcription and 
video recording [delete as appropriate] for note-taking purposes 

• you are aware that the recording will be saved to RSM’s secure system, 
notes quality assured, and the video recording deleted within seven days  

• you understand how my data will be used in line with the Privacy notice  
• you can confirm that you have read the information sheet provided 

 
[Interviewers note: if the interviewee is not happy for the interview to be voice 
recorded, transcribed or video recorded, please ask the participant of you can take 
detailed notes during the interview. If interviewee is not happy to consent more 
generally, thank interviewee for their time and close interview. If the interviewee is 
not comfortable being video recorded, explain that transcription alone can be used.  
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Introductory questions 
1. Can you briefly describe your role and the activities that you are involved in 

delivering as part of your organisation?  
a) Who are the main groups of people that your organisation support?  

Describing the current landscape for hidden homeless  
As part of our research, we are keen to hear from a diversity of voices but as we 
know, by their very nature, the hidden homeless population are often difficult to 
identify and reach, 

2. From your experience, how is hidden homelessness manifesting in Scotland? 
Put another way, what does hidden homelessness ‘look like’ here? 

a) what has led people to experience it?  
 

Prompt: what causes it? 
Prompt: Lack of trust in or awareness of services, irregular immigration status, 
not knowing about entitlement to support, domestic abuse, substance abuse, 
migration status, family rejection, lack of trust in services, financial issues, 
inaccessible housing  

 

3. Are you aware of people in Scotland experiencing any of the following 
circumstances who might be ‘hidden’ in the sense that they are not visible to 
the public and/or do not feature in official homeless figures? [Probe for all of 
the following which have not already been mentioned: 

•  sofa surfing: staying with friends or relatives (or acquaintances thereof) on a 
temporary/ insecure basis, typically sleeping on a sofa or floor, because they 
have no home of their own; 

• Unlawful accommodation: occupying an empty, disused, or abandoned 
property without the permission of the owner; 

• Overcrowding: living in severely overcrowded conditions19; 
• Concealed households: involuntarily sharing with other households on a 

long-term basis because that household is unable to afford or access 
separate accommodation; 

• Sex for somewhere to stay: trading sex or forming an unwanted sexual 
partnership in order to have somewhere to sleep; 

• Unsafe housing due to domestic abuse: living in a situation that is unsafe 
because of abuse or exploitation perpetrated by other household members; 

• Hidden rooflessness, including the following if done because someone has 
no home of their own: 

Ø Sleeping outside or in a tent somewhere hidden from public view 
Ø Sleeping in a building not intended for human habitation (e.g. shed, 

barn, derelict building) somewhere hidden from public view;  

 
19 As per Housing (Scotland) Act 1987  

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1987/26/contents
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Ø Sleeping in a car  
Ø Spending the night travelling on public transport (e.g. bus, train)  
Ø Spending the night in places that are open 24/7 (e.g. transport hubs, 

fast food restaurants)]  
 

4. In your experience, are some groups particularly susceptible to any of the 
experiences of hidden homelessness that we’ve discussed? [Probe re 
gender, age, ethnicity, migration status, rural/urban location etc.] How and 
why? 

 

5. What impact does hidden homelessness have on the lives of those affected?  

Support offered  
6. From your perspective, why do some people experiencing hidden 

homelessness not seem to seek support, or if they do, why do some not go 
on to apply as homeless via the council?  

 

7. what are some of the barriers for people seeking or accessing support? 
a) What affects people’s choices and decision- making about whether and if 

so where to seek help?  
 

Prompt: support could be from the council, charities or families and friends’ 
reasons could be fear, lack of trust awareness of services available  

 
b) Are there any groups you would like to offer support to but are unable to?  
c) Are there any groups you do not see coming forward for support?  

 
8. Do you have any recommendations to improve how those facing hidden 

homelessness can be supported to find stable housing?  
 

Engagement and information  
 
9.  Are you aware of any good practice in identifying and engaging with people 

experiencing Hidden Homelessness? 
 

10. Do you have any advice on how support services can be made more 
accessible to people experiencing hidden homelessness?  

 

Challenges and successes  
 

11. From your perspective, what support services or initiatives currently 
being provided (by Scottish Government, councils, and third sector 
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organisations) work well in supporting those experiencing hidden 
homelessness to find stable housing?  
Prompt: Local initiatives, organisations, funded programmes, council 
programmes 

12. From your perspective, what support services or initiatives work less 
well in supporting those experiencing hidden homelessness to find stable 
housing?  
 
Prompt: Local initiatives, organisations, funded programmes, council 
programmes  

13. What are the main recommendations for Scottish Government, local 
authorities and service providers to improve the accessibility of support for 
people experiencing hidden homelessness? 

 

14. Do you have any other comments or reflections that you would like to 
share? 

 

3. Local authority focus group topic guide  
Warm up questions for local authority focus group: 
  

• can you tell us about your role at the council and how it relates to 
homelessness services?  

• we want to understand if any particular groups are more likely to remain 
hidden – do you have a sense of the types of people who are not coming 
forward for homelessness support from yourselves? What makes you 
think that? 

• when people make a homelessness application, do you ask them how 
long they have been in housing crisis? (i.e are you aware of whether they 
have been hidden for a period before they approach you?) 

Topic 1: Barriers to seeking support: 
 
Within the literature and the interviews so far, people have described the reasons 
that they did not approach the council for support, approached the council but did 
not pursue support, or were discouraged from seeking council support a second 
time.  

• lack of awareness of rights/available support because they don’t 
recognise themselves as homeless 

• not wanting to be labelled as homeless (stigma) 
• misinformation about existing support – what is available, what form it will 

take  
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• concern about the form the support will take (i.e. condition of homes) 
• cultural identity and considerations – will the service take culture into 

account in terms of the process of application/where they will be placed? 
• mistrust of local authority/wider authorities (for example concern about 

being flagged to other authorities) 
• accessibility - language, not being comfortable using online application 

services 
• complex needs  
• lacking the confidence or ability to navigate the system/complexity of the 

system  
• do you have any reflections on these barriers from your experience?  
• are there any other factors in your experience that you encounter that 

might stop people in housing crisis from proceeding with support from 
LAs? 

Topic 2: Turning points for seeking support:  
 
Within the study so far, we have identified a number of circumstances, events or 
activities that people identify as motivating them to finally seek support for 
homelessness.  
 

• worsening of personal circumstances to the point where current situation 
is unsustainable (i.e. relationship or network breakdown, loss of 
employment, decline in health, pet safety) 

• becoming aware of support on offer on their own or via networks or other 
support organisations 

• receiving encouragement and support from networks to allow them to 
navigate the system 

• do you have any reflections on these as a service provider, and are there 
any other factors in your experience that you encounter that prompt 
people who were formerly hidden to seek support from LAs? 

 

Topic 3: Changes needed to support people to approach and receive council 
services:  
 
The barriers that people face and the reasons that they end up seeking support 
from the local authority are obviously complex and range from personal to social to 
structural/organisational.  
 

• thinking specifically about what we’ve discussed so far, is there anything 
that has worked particularly well in either your team/LA or that you are 
aware of from other LAs to help encourage people experiencing hidden 
homelessness to come forward and to proceed with support? 
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• thinking about the short term, and the longer term, what do you think 
could/should be done to support those in housing crisis to get support 
promptly? 

1. Within LAs  
2. By Scottish Government 
3. Anywhere else 

 
Be as specific as you feel you are able to! You might want to consider things like 
information, training, resources, support, legislation. 
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