
UK homelessness statistics: How we are 
improving clarity of definitions and comparisons

Daisie Hutchinson and Tony Wilkins, 
Office for National Statistics



• Introducing ourselves and our teams

• Homelessness harmonisation and the 
interactive tool

• Cross-UK homelessness analysis

• Improving user understanding of 
statistical comparability

Introduction



• The GSS Strategy Delivery Team

• Housing, Planning and Homelessness 
statistics

• Cross-UK Collaboration & Working 
Groups

• Connected Open Government Statistics 
(COGS)

GSS Strategy Delivery Team



• GSS Harmonisation Team is part of the GSS Best 
Practice and Impact Division

• Work on a number of different topics, for 
example Health, Gender Identity, Housing

• GSS website contains agreed survey questions 
(‘harmonised principles’) and user guidance

• Run the Harmonisation Champions Network

• Workplan approved by Heads of Profession

GSS Harmonisation



Improve comparability and coherence of statistics 

Our strategy has three main goals:
1. Increase consistency in definitions and 

classifications used in data collection across 
government

2. Improve communication on coherence in 
statistical publications

3. Enhance the value of data through the 
integration and combination of distinct data 
sources

Why harmonise?



• OSR’s systemic review highlighted that there 
was ‘limited advice’ about the comparability of 
homelessness statistics and that existing advice 
was ‘confusing and incoherent’ 

• As part of cross-GSS Housing Work Programme, 
conducted research to develop an 
understanding of UK definitions of 
homelessness and potential for creating a 
harmonised definition

Background



Stakeholder engagement

Some of the organisations that contributed to 
the report:



Across the four UK countries, there are 
differences in:

• the legal definitions used e.g. priority 
need

• the data collection systems used e.g. 
applicants vs outcomes

Findings



• Develop more comprehensive guidance 
within statistical publications

• Create a homelessness ‘conceptual 
framework’

• Long-term, consider how to overcome 
barriers to harmonisation and explore 
other ways to improve UK comparability

Report recommendations



• User-focussed

• A cross-GSS effort

• Agile

• Published in order to gain wider feedback 
– not a finished product

Approach to interactive tool 
development



• Statistical presentation experts

• Statisticians

• Design experts

• Academics

• Charities

• Non-expert users

User testing



Interactive tool demonstration

https://twitter.com/UKGSS/status/1173879354755080192


• Complexity 

• Resource

• Maintenance

• Approach

Challenges



• Why?

• UK figure for homelessness

• Cross UK comparisons

UK Homelessness: 2005 to 2018



• Impossible?

• Nothing is impossible, if you try

• But even then you can’t always succeed



Cross UK Comparisons



• Compromise



Coverage and feedback



• Embrace Imperfection

• Working Collectively

• Understand your users

Learning



• Harmonisation Report & Interactive tool:
– https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/homelessness/

• UK Homelessness: 2015 to 2018
– https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/article

s/ukhomelessness/2005to2018

• Improvements to Homelessness Statistics
– https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/improvinghomelessnessandroughsleepi

ngstatisticsacrosstheuk

• Contacts
– GSSHelp@statisticis.gov.uk

– GSS.Housing@ons.gov.uk

Links

https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/policy-store/homelessness/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/articles/ukhomelessness/2005to2018
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/improvinghomelessnessandroughsleepingstatisticsacrosstheuk
mailto:GSSHelp@statistics.gov.uk
mailto:GSSHelp@statistics.gov.uk











