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Abuse, Ageing and Homelessness: 
The Hidden Crisis Affecting Older People

KEY INSIGHTS 

 

• Older people are at rising risk of homelessness. 

 

• The challenges of older age are exacerbated by 

homelessness: these include health, trauma, and 

barriers to support. 

 

• Older people may get trapped in a cycle of abuse, 

suffering violence in homelessness after fleeing 

from abuse. 
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A Government-led prevalence and research study across the UK, focused primarily on homelessness 

in older age. This would include attention on understanding numbers across the UK, risk factors, 

systemic and structural barriers, what older people desire and need in terms of housing provision and 

design, intersectionality, victimisation and violence on the streets, and how patterns of homelessness 

service use differ. 

 

The Government must fulfil commitments to increase the supply of safe, accessible, and affordable 

and social housing across the UK so that older people can access safe and secure homes without 

delay. 

 

The development of specific risk assessment tools with the capacity to identify older adults at risk of 

homelessness, linked to health outcomes and abuse. 

 

The development of legislation to ensure the right to age-appropriate housing. When required, 

emergency or temporary shelter should be age-appropriate, adjust to older people’s preferences, and 

be well-equipped to meet the needs of older adults. 

 

The rollout of specialist older people’s mental health services (SOAMHS) across the UK. 

Recommendations
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POLICY PROBLEM 

 

Recent figures from the Office of National Statistics have shown that 15,690 households headed by over-65s 

are at risk of homelessness, a rise of 79% in the last five years, while the Combined Homelessness and 

Information Network, which records levels of rough sleeping, indicated around 12% of all rough sleepers in 

London in fiscal year 24/25 were aged over 55, an overall figure of 1,578. 

 

Homelessness can have its roots in a number of crises, with systemic gaps, ill-health, loss, and economic and 

employment related pressures all contributing, but traumatic events such as domestic abuse or other forms of violence 

and abuse are also inextricably linked with housing instability and the loss of the home.  

 

FEANTSA (the European Federation of National Organisations Working with the Homeless) suggests that domestic 

abuse is the biggest cause for homelessness for women across Europe. A need to flee, an inability to remove a 

perpetrator from a housing situation, or the physical, psychological, traumatic, or economic effects of domestic or 

sexual abuse may lead to a victim-survivor suffering from homelessness, either without accommodation, in 

temporary/crisis accommodation, or in instable accommodation. While a cause of homelessness, abuse and violence 

can also be prevalent as a consequence of rough sleeping or homelessness, especially for women. Looking 

specifically at older victim-survivors, this policy brief seeks to explore how abuse affects or causes the homelessness 

of older people, and the unique dynamics that such a victim-survivor cohort faces on the streets, or in 

temporary/instable accommodation. 

 

As Crisis notes, it is typically accepted that homelessness is broken down into three types, linked to visibility 

and the type of shelter/housing provision, or lack of, a person has access to. 

 

Rough/street sleeping: the most visible form of homelessness. 

The UK Government defines this as “People sleeping, about to bed down (sitting on/standing next to their 

bedding), or actually bedded down in the open air (such as on the street, in tents, doorways, parks, bus shelters 

or encampments), or people in buildings or other places not designed for habitation (stairwells, barns, sheds, 

car parks, cars, derelict boats, stations, or ‘bashes’ which are makeshift shelters often comprised of carboard 

boxes”). The number of people estimated to be sleeping rough on a single night in autumn 2025 is 4,793. 

This is 171% higher than 2010 when the snapshot approach was introduced. In London, in the fiscal quarter 3 

of 25/26, those aged over 55 almost made up 15% (14.73%) of the total number of people seen rough sleeping, 

consisting of 713 in total. Solace’s Women’s Rough Sleeping Census 2024 indicated 7% of women who had 

slept rough within the last three months were aged 55-64, and 1% were aged 65+. 

 

  



In temporary/emergency accommodation. 

This can include refuges, hostels, night shelters, B&Bs, private and social housing – accommodation in these 

types of housing can range from a single night to year long stays, but may not be accessible or appropriate to 

differing groups of people.   

  

Hidden homelessness. 

This type of homelessness that includes people staying temporarily with others, seeking shelter in public 

buildings, sleeping on public transport, sleeping in public toilets, squatting, or sofa surfing. Crisis suggests that 

an estimated 208,600 households across Great Britain experience hidden homelessness on any given night, 

with one in ten people experiencing hidden homelessness suggesting that abuse from an intimate partner had 

led to their homelessness. 

 

For older adults in particular, homelessness has been seen in academia to present a type of “double jeopardy” where 

the challenges of older age are exacerbated by the challenges of being unhoused or living in unsuitable 

accommodation. Previous traumatic events including abuse during childhood or earlier adulthood can add an 

additional layer, a “triple jeopardy,” with London based rough sleeping charity Under One Sky, estimating that 80% of 

the people they engaged with had suffered a childhood trauma, whether that was emotional, physical, sexual, or 

psychological.  

 

In a recent conceptual report, Grenier and Sussman using lived experience qualitative data, broadened out later age 

homelessness to include structures of age, disadvantage, inaccessible services, ageing in undesirable places, and 

exclusion/non-recognition. 

 

Age itself may make it harder to recover from abuse that can force older people into homelessness. For older people 

in particular, the impact of economic abuse can be devastating, especially if they are on limited incomes such as a 

state pension. Many may lose large sums of money, lose property they have lived in for years, incur large debts, or 

simply not have enough money to live on and fall into poverty, or be forced into temporary or permanent homelessness.  

 

Older people may also find it harder to recover financially from economic abuse because of the limited opportunities 

and time for investment and monetary growth compared to those aged younger. As such, economic resources for 

preventing or escaping homelessness may be more challenging for those over 60. 

 

Another aspect of homelessness as “double or triple jeopardy” is health, both age related and more general. Later 

life can be linked to a number of health problems, with older adults having more complex health and social challenges 

to contend with, such as functional/cognitive impairments, chronic health issues, and medication ability and 

management and a lack of support and shelter may make dealing with these much more complex.  

 

Additionally, homelessness may have a broader adverse biophysical impact on the health of older people that impair 

quality of life, or increase risk of earlier mortality, with contributors such as parasitic infections and contact to 

tuberculosis, long periods of standing and walking,  and prolonged exposure to cold, moisture, and fungal areas.  
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Recent research found that over three-quarters (78%) of people experiencing homelessness reported a 

physical health condition. This is apparent both for older people sleeping rough, or in hidden homelessness, 

where a lack of liveable conditions may worsen or increase physical and mental ailments, 

 

“The only thing with me [while sleeping rough], it’s hard for me to get off the ground. I have to crawl 

over to a lamppost and pull myself up... That’s old age.”  

Male, England, 66 years old. 

 

But it’s also a factor within temporary or emergency accommodation wherein mobility or other needs may not be 

considered, in this case from Crisis, an older male struggled with urinary issues and the use of a shared bathroom. 

 

“I have a major problem, I have a problem with the frequent urination and some urgency in urination…

.One thing is when you are having a common toilet, when an emergency comes, it [can] be a problem, 

but God gives me different directions to handle with it.”  

Male, England, 78 years old.  

 

Abuse, violence, and neglect can leave severe mental health scars on an older victim-survivor. In a specific study of 

the psychological effects on older victims of crime, 28% of older victims were found to have continued distress and 

mental health symptoms (depression, anxiety, PTSD) over 3 months later.  

 

When the traumatic event involves the betrayal of important relationships such as abuse committed by an intimate 

partner, family member, or trusted friend, as the majority of cases related to the abuse of older people do; victim-

survivors may be cut off from support networks by perpetrators, or trauma responses of shame, guilt, low self-esteem, 

and inferiority may push an older person towards isolation – moving away from potential supportive services or groups.  

A lack of understanding from professionals and specialist support linked especially around housing or refuge options, 

may also cause increased stress, depression, or trauma in the wake of abuse due to fears around homelessness. 

 

Within this milieu of abuse related trauma, isolation, and mental health harm, homelessness adds additional 

psychological and mental health effects. If an older victim-survivor has to flee or move from their home in order to 

escape perpetration and gain support, a traumatic sense of loss can follow, the victim-survivors home may hold 

memories of loved ones or past times, represent achievement and success, or embody feelings of safety and security, 

as such - the home may have been the last remaining connection to lost loved ones or better times. 

 

“After going out and coming in, you know, thinking I need to go home, if there’s anything deterring that 

image of going home to rest from in your head, it’s a mental melancholy…. any time you remember, 

where will I sleep tonight? It becomes kind of heartbreaking, becomes a kind of a trauma. Becomes 

kind of a….you start agonising your brain and your health issues, your heart will start racing. So, it’s 

not good for old people. Older people are very vulnerable to health. When you start thinking of all 

these things, it automatically stimulates the nerves to start degenerating and all that thing.”  

Male, England, 65 years old. 

 

Older victim-survivors of abuse and violence also face structural, cultural, and individual barriers in the face of post-

abuse housing support, as Grenier and Sussman would note “inaccessible services.” A lack of suitable temporary 



Abuse, Ageing and Homelessness: The Hidden Crisis Affecting Older People Policy Brief

www.wearehourglass.org 7

housing provision post abuse can easily force older victim-survivors into rough sleeping or hidden homelessness, or 

prevent escape from a perpetrator entirely. One size fits all housing or refuge provision may not include age related 

concerns within design infrastructure or older people may be pushed in a safeguarding direction by local authorities.  

 

The particular experiences of abuse in older age means all-age refuges are often not appropriate, as older victims, 

men, and women, are more likely to have caring duties or their own care, mobility, or support needs. Imagery of 

refuges and support services that feature predominantly younger women and children can also mean that older men 

and women perceive these services as being unfitting for them, there also may be a lack of understanding by housing 

support personal of the unique dynamics of abuse concerning older victim-survivors, especially if they are male. 

Integral social and networking needs may also be unmet with current housing provisions or support options, especially 

if older and younger victim-survivors are housed together. 

 

While all of these factors may form barriers to post abuse housing, the largest issue around temporary or emergency 

accommodation is that it just may not exist. The Council of Europe recommends a minimum of one refuge space per 

10,000 population. The Domestic Abuse Commissioners Office’s, A Patchwork of Provision mapping report, noted 

that there were only 28 refuges across England and Wales which had support or provided services for older victim-

survivors (elderly in the DAC parlance). Looking at this compared to the population of over 60s across England and 

Wales according to the 2021 census (14.5 million, 3.3 million over 65) suggests that there is need of at least 1450 

refuges across England and Wales that have capacity to support older victim survivors (at least 330 if only looking at 

over 65s). As such, current accommodation services (28) that have specialist services for older victims only account 

for 1.9% of the needed minimum total to provide coverage for all older people, with 1422 refuges still needed. 

 

As mentioned above, older people sleeping rough or trapped in hidden homelessness may also get locked in a cycle 

of abuse, suffering continued aggression, violence, and harassment while homeless. Nine in ten people of all ages 

sleeping rough in England have experienced violence on the street, with almost one in five having had someone 

urinate on or next to them. A recent US study illustrated that 28.2% of over 50s experiencing homelessness had 

suffered either physical or sexual abuse, and that experiencing violence prior to homelessness (as in abuse) was 

associated with increased odds of physical or sexual violence. Another US based research report, found rates of 

violent victimisation more than 10 times higher than experienced by older adults in the general population.   

 

Older homeless people face a lack of control in their living environment, being forced to stay in crowded spaces in 

close contact with others and without environment controls or protections, such as the ability to contact police help. 

As well as suffering from dehumanising attitudes and comments as part of a wider societal view of the homeless, 

older people may also experience ageism as a connected form of harm. 

 

Older people are at an increased risk of homelessness, and violence and abuse may be a key risk factor for forcing 

those over 60 onto the streets, into temporary accommodation, or into hidden homelessness. Older people face 

dramatic negative health and quality of life effects, increased trauma and loneliness, and may even be trapped in a 

cycle of perpetual violence. Barriers are numerous, older people may not be able to recover economically prior to 

homelessness if a victim of economic abuse, and once made homeless may struggle to find appropriate, accessible, 

or specialist help and support. There must be a motivated and mandated focus on trauma informed support and 

understanding for older people who have suffered abuse to prevent homelessness, and an impetus on understanding 

older homelessness, its effects, and how best to provide help.
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Recommendations

A Government-led prevalence and research study across the UK, focused primarily on homelessness 

in older age. This would include attention on understanding numbers across the UK, risk factors, 

systemic and structural barriers, what older people desire and need in terms of housing provision and 

design, intersectionality, victimisation and violence on the streets, and how patterns of homelessness 

service use differ. 

 

The Government must fulfil commitments to increase the supply of safe, accessible, and affordable 

and social housing across the UK so that older people can access safe and secure homes without 

delay. 

 

The development of specific risk assessment tools with the capacity to identify older adults at risk of 

homelessness, linked to health outcomes and abuse. 

 

The development of legislation to ensure the right to age-appropriate housing. When required, 

emergency or temporary shelter should be age-appropriate, adjust to older people’s preferences, and 

be well-equipped to meet the needs of older adults. 

 

The rollout of specialist older people’s mental health services (SOAMHS) across the UK. 
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