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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 
AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM CRISIS 
 
Crisis welcomes the opportunity to respond to the follow up to Having and Keeping a 

Home, a report by the Equal Opportunities Committees on preventing homelessness 
among young people. The Scottish government has taken significant steps towards 
preventing homelessness over the past few years, most notably by abolishing priority 
need. This is a significant development that will offer additional protection to 
thousands of individuals.  

Independent research carried out on behalf of Crisis1 has found that Scotland, in 
contrast to the rest of the UK, is seeing significant reductions in homelessness.  In 
2012/13, only 39,830 homelessness applications were made, down 13% on the 
previous year. However, the researchers warn that this progress could be shortlived, 
and that a combination of the lack of social housing and the impact of the UK 
government’s welfare reforms mean that homelessness could increase again.  

Crisis believes that the extension of the Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR), 
alongside longstanding problems with benefits for younger adults, will put young 
people in Scotland at particular risk of homelessness. 

Has the number of young people presenting as homeless changed? 

There have been reductions in homelessness applications between 2011/12 and 
2012/13 from young people across the 16-24 age group. There has been a 26 per 
cent reduction in the number of homelessness applications from 16-17 year olds, a 
24 per cent reduction in applications from 18-19 year olds and a 17 per cent 
reduction in applications from 20-24 year olds.2 This indicates that the prevention 
strategies that the Scottish government have put in place have been effective. 
However, we fear these numbers could increase again as a result of the shortage of 
affordable housing and the impact of welfare reforms.  

The Scottish government doesn’t record rough sleeping in the same way that 
England does, but in England we are already seeing increases in under 35 year olds 
sleeping rough, in London there was a 17 per cent increase in the number of rough 
sleepers aged under 35 in 2012/13 compared to 2011/123. The Scottish government 
should be aware of this and monitor rough sleeping levels among younger adults.  

                                                           
1 University of York and Heriot Watt University (2012), The Homelessness Monitor: Scotland, Crisis 
2 Scottish government homelessness statistics, 2012-13 
3 CHAIN Annual report, Street to home (2013) 



 

 

 

How have things changed for young people experiencing homelessness since 

2012? 

Access and affordability 

Young people’s ability to access housing has changed since 2012, largely due to the 
extension of the SAR. Before January 2012 the SAR applied to single people aged 
under 25 on Housing Benefit in the private rented sector. These claimants are 
restricted to the rate for a single room in a shared house, rather than the rate for a 
self-contained one bedroom property. Since January 2012 SAR has been extended 
to include those aged under 35.  

Research carried out for the Scottish Government in 20114 highlighted the stark 
difference in the amount of Local Housing Allowance (LHA) 25-34 year olds were 
receiving before the extension of SAR and the amount they will be receiving under 
SAR. In Lothian for example before the extension 25-34 year olds were receiving 
LHA of £108 per week for a one bedroom flat and this will be reduced to £68 per 
week for shared accommodation.  

This means that many 25-34 year olds have since had to seek shared 
accommodation. Research carried out for Crisis5 predicted that this would put further 
pressure on under 25 year olds - due to an influx of older claimants’, we expected 
that in many cases landlords’ preferences would be not to let to under 25s, 
squeezing this already vulnerable group and leaving them at greater risk of 
homelessness. The research found that landlords were already seen to be avoiding 
letting to those under 25 year olds already on the SAR because they were viewed as 
requiring more intensive management and were less reliable tenants. Older tenants 
were viewed as having more experience of the private rental market and a stronger 
record of renting which makes them more reliable.  

Additionally, due to the way the SAR is calculated, in many areas there are very few 
affordable properties for claimants. DWP figures from 2008 showed 70 per cent of 
claimants faced a shortfall averaging £27 per week6. Recent research carried out by 
Crisis has found that in some areas as little as 2% of accommodation is both 
affordable and available to people on the shared accommodation rate7. We are very 

                                                           
4
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Built-Environment/Housing/supply-

demand/chma/EstimateSharedAccommod. 
5
 University of York (2011) Unfair Shares: A report on the impact of extending the Shared Accommodation Rate 

of Housing Benefit, Crisis 
6 DWP (2008) LHA pathfinder research - report no 15 
7 Sanders, B., & Teixeira, L.,(2012), No room available: study of the availability of shared accommodation, Crisis 



concerned that this lack of affordable shared accommodation will leave many young 
people in receipt of benefits unable to find anywhere to live and facing homelessness 
as a result.  

Our Shut Out campaign is calling for the SAR to be reviewed and recalculated to 
ensure it meets the real cost of renting a room in a shared house.  The Scottish 
government should support this ask and use its influence with DWP to call for a 
review. 

Suitability of accommodation 

As the Scottish government outlined in Having and Keeping a Home: steps to 

preventing homelessness, sharing is not always appropriate for young people and 
the majority of young people have stated that they would want to live on their own. 
For people with particular vulnerabilities, sharing can be inappropriate and having to 
share accommodation can in fact exacerbate these vulnerabilities. Research carried 
out for Crisis, Unfair Shares: a report on the impact of extending the Shared 

Accommodation Rate of Housing Benefit8 found that for people who had been 
homeless, victims of domestic violence and people with mental health problems 
sharing can be particularly difficult. There are also problems created for parents who 
do not have the main custody of their child – if they have to live in shared 
accommodation they may be unable to have their child to visit and this will affect 
their ability to maintain a relationship with them. 

We know that the quality of shared accommodation affordable to benefit recipients is 
often chaotic and of a low standard. Problems can include anti-social behaviour, 
poor security and low physical standard. This can cause stress for more vulnerable 
tenants, including those who have been homeless, and leave them open to repeat 
homelessness if they cannot sustain the tenancy. The Scottish government have 
taken significant steps towards reforming the private rented sector and should 
remain vigilant on issues such as quality and standards in HMOs. 

Conclusion 

We very much welcome the steps that the Scottish government are taking to tackle 
homelessness, including the particular focus on youth homelessness. However, we 
fear that some of this progress could be undermined by the UK government’s welfare 
reforms, and particularly for younger adults the shared accommodation rate.  

We would like to see the Scottish government use its influence with the DWP to push 
for a review of the SAR to ensure it meets the real cost of renting for young people. 
They should also remain vigilant on enforcing decent standards in private rented 
accommodation and particularly HMOs and. Finally, there is a need to monitor the 

                                                           
8 University of York (2011) Unfair Shares: A report on the impact of extending the Shared Accommodation Rate 
of Housing Benefit, Crisis 



numbers of young people presenting to their council as homeless or sleeping rough 
and ensure that appropriate interventions and support are made available. 

About Crisis 

Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. We are dedicated to ending 
homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change. Our 
innovative education, employment, housing and well-being services address 
individual needs and help people to transform their lives. 

As well as delivering services, we are determined campaigners, working to prevent 
people from becoming homeless and advocating solutions informed by research and 
our direct experience. Crisis has ambitious plans for the future and we are committed 
to help more people in more places across the UK. We know we won’t end 
homelessness overnight or on our own but we take a lead, collaborate with others 
and, together, make change happen. 

Sarah MacFadyen 
Policy and Parliamentary Officer 
Crisis 
22 May 2014 
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 
AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM DUNEDIN CANMORE GROUP 
 
Dunedin Canmore Group welcomes the opportunity to comment on changes in the field of 
youth homelessness since the Committee produced its report in September 2012.  
 
Our response has been drafted in line with the questions posed in the consultation paper. 
 
1. What is your experience or involvement with youth homelessness? 

A leading provider of social housing in Edinburgh, the Lothians and Fife, we have built 
and manage more than 5000 homes and offer a wide range of ancillary services to 
tenants of all ages and circumstances. 
 
Over the past year, 18% of new lets have been tenants under 24 years of age. 
 
In its original report, the Committee rightly expressed concern that young people were 
being offered substandard accommodation. At Dunedin Canmore, we firmly believe 
that tenants are entitled to good quality accommodation. Our properties are 99.43% 
compliant with SHQS standards. 
 
In addition to our main tenancies: 

 
 We own and manage Dunedin Harbour emergency hostel and supported flats 

scheme for homeless people aged 16 years + 
 

 We built and lease Foursquare Stopover emergency hostel for young homeless 
people aged 16-21 

 
 We built and lease CEC Castlecliff emergency hostel for homeless people aged 

16+ 
 

 In partnership with a local charity we manage a group home for homeless men 
with mental health issues 

 
We also have lease management agreements with 30 local support agencies, which 
provide supported tenancies for a wide range of needs including: 

 
 Vulnerable Young People 

 
 Homeless 

 
 Physical Disabilities 



 

 
 Learning Disabilities 

 
 Mental Health Issues 

 
 Domestic Violence 

 
 Offenders 

 
 Asylum Seekers 

 
Our commitment to helping young homeless people is not restricted to provision of 
accommodation and housing support. We support local initiatives: 

 
 we purchase carpets through a local homeless charity  

 
 we provide funding to a local homeless charity’s redecoration project  

 
 we are a sponsor of the Homeless Football World Cup  

 
We are engaged with a range of innovative regeneration projects across the city for 
young people. This includes the running of two youth cafes, which engage young 
people in a variety of activities that aid communication, build confidence and seek to 
enhance life skills and employment opportunities: 

 
 Slateford Green Community Centre 

 
 Oxgangs Community Centre 

 
 
2. What new approaches have been introduced, and how effective have they been? 

 
For the purposes of this response we are commenting on two recent projects: 

 
(a) Training Flats Scheme 

 
It has been the experience of Dunedin Canmore Group and other registered social 
landlords that a disproportionate number of young people fail with their first tenancy, 
often in a very short time. Following careful examination of this issue, including 
consultation with young people, it became clear that a major cause of tenancy failure 
was the lack of confidence and preparedness on the part of young people for taking up 
a tenancy. 
 
The Training Flats Scheme is an innovative partnership project with local homeless 
charity Four Square. It aims to equip young homeless people leaving a Four 
Square/Dunedin Canmore hostel, with the skills and confidence necessary for 
sustaining a tenancy and for becoming a contributing member of the community. 
 



 

Dunedin Canmore provides 12 furnished studio flats, 6 unfurnished flats and an on-site 
office base for 2 Four Square support workers. 
 
Young people are helped to gain confidence and life skills such as budgeting, cooking, 
house cleaning, money management, gate keeping, being a good neighbours, as well 
as employment training, job seeking, volunteering, further education. Re- engaging 
with families is an important aspect of the scheme.  
 
Following a successful 6-12 months period in their training flat, young people are 
offered a permanent Dunedin Canmore tenancy in an area of their choice, usually near 
family, friends or workplace. 
 
 Average age of young people    18.5 years 

 
 Percentage with care backgrounds 42.5% 

 
Effectiveness of Training Flats Scheme 
 

 75% in employment/training/education/volunteering 
 

 100% sustainment of permanent tenancy (27 young people) 
   
 
(b) Early Intervention Support Services Project (EISSP) 

 
This tenancy support project has been formed through a partnership with CHAI, a local 
housing support charity. 
 
The aim of this project is to identify new tenants at risk of tenancy failure through lack 
of tenancy sustainment skills and, to provide housing support at pre-tenancy stage. 
Thereafter support is provided on a short term intervention basis. 
 
During the past 12 months, Dunedin Canmore Housing had 478 new lets, of which 
18% were tenants under 24 years of age. 
 
The risk assessment tool identified 31% of this group as not having adequate support 
in place, to address tenancy failure. This group were referred to the EISS project for 
tenancy support. Of the 31% (147 individuals), 25% (37 individuals) were under 24 
years of age. 
 
One quarter of the group identified as having a high risk of tenancy failure was under 
24 years of age. 
 
The vulnerabilities highlighted in the under 24 years of age group were: 
 
 First tenancy – no tenancy or life skills  

 
 No family or agency support 

 



 

 Relationship breakdown 
 

 Single parents with young children (2) 
 

 Substance misuse 
 

 Lack of Income (addressed by stringent budgeting advice and support) 
 
All of the young people received furniture assistance for tenancy set up, to ‘make a 
house a home’. This was achieved through a combination of applications to Social 
Welfare fund, Bethany Homestart, CHAI furniture initiative and free furniture websites. 
 
All of the young people received employability advice. A significant number were 
working with employability agencies; Ingus, Working Links and Remploy. 
 
Effectiveness of intervention 
The reports to date identify the following for the group: 
 
 Engagement with the project support workers   98% 

 
 Tenancy Sustainment to date                             98% 

 
 
3. Is there more support available, for instance mediation, counselling, supported 

accommodation or funding?  
 

See answer to question 8. 
 
4. How have things changed for young people experiencing homelessness since 

2012?  
 
Local authorities are working closely with RSL’s and partners in the voluntary sector to 
minimise homelessness, in particular youth homelessness but are hampered due to 
amongst other things lack of housing stock. This is particularly the case with single 
bedroom properties, as existing tenants transfer due to the bedroom tax situation, 
reducing the (limited) number of properties available. 
 
There has been general discussion in the housing field about creating shared 
tenancies in two bedroom properties for young people, partly due to benefit capping 
for this age group and partly due to housing stock restrictions. Whilst there is merit at 
looking at shared accommodation for young people, this needs to be carefully 
considered, as there are some difficulties attached to such arrangements including 
“stranger sharing” issues, type of tenure, liability for rent, anti-social behaviour etc. 
 
Pressures on council budgets mean that young homeless people can no longer be 
admitted to homeless facilities if they do not have a local connection with the particular 
authority. 
 



 

Welfare reform has had a significant impact on young people, particularly in relation to 
Benefit Sanctions and Capped LHA rate for those under 35 years of age. 
 
It is extremely difficult and often impossible for a rehoused young homeless person to 
continue with or embark upon further education due to Housing Benefit/Income 
Support rules. They are often faced with the choice of giving up either their education 
or their accommodation. 

 
5. Are there additional issues for young people who are leaving care?  

 
Young people leaving care can often find the transition period from leaving a 
residential unit a difficult and confusing time. Some 33% of young people in homeless 
accommodation have care backgrounds, which at times can have an impact on their 
stay. Considerable “testing out” and acting out can take place, which can present 
management issues for accommodation providers. Local authorities and local young 
people services are now working together more closely, including jointly managed 
accommodation placement panels. 
 

6. How well is the Housing Options approach working towards reducing instances 
of youth homelessness? 
 
The abolition of Priority Need has improved the housing prospects of homeless 
applicants who would previously have been assessed as non-PN.   
 
However, due to the increase in volume of applicants being assessed as statutory 
homeless, there are more applicants with Silver Priority award, which is having an 
impact on the length of time to secure permanent social housing.  
 
Subsequently the length of time homeless applicants are spending in temporary 
accommodation is increasing, adding extra pressure to availability of temporary 
accommodation.   
 
A few years ago, a Silver Priority applicant could expect to wait 6-9 months with SP to 
get an offer of permanent housing. Now it is well over a year before applicants are 
likely to be successful.  
 
It is hoped that the new duties for local authorities under Section 32B of The Housing 
(Scotland) Act 1987 (inserted by The Housing (Scotland) Act 2010) will ensure that 
vulnerable young housing applicants will be picked up at an early stage and 
appropriate housing support arranged. 
 

7.  Has the number of young people presenting as homeless changed?  
 

We have seen an increase in applications to our mainstream housing from young 
people, although not all of them have come through the statutory homeless route. 
Those who have presented have tended to have a range of support needs. 

 
8. Has there been any changes to funding for voluntary organisations?  
  



 

Finding and keeping funding for current and new services has become very difficult, 
mainly due to cuts in funding from traditional funders e.g. local authorities. Due to its 
own substantial funding pressures, Edinburgh Council has imposed 15% cut to funding 
of homeless services by voluntary agencies over the next 3 years. The huge increase 
in applications to charitable trusts and other sources such as Big Lottery, has made 
this a very complex and competitive arena, which smaller voluntary organisations very 
difficult.  We are aware that some local services for young people have had to close 
through lack of continuation funding. 

 
9. How might the implementation of the Children and Young People (Scotland) Bill 

help to tackle youth homelessness?  
 

We welcome the fact that this Act raises the age where young care leavers have the 
right to remain in their placement and also to request aftercare support from their 
respective local authority. We believe that this could have a positive impact upon 
preventing homelessness amongst young care leavers. 

 
10. Is the Getting it Right for Every Child helping schools and local authorities to 

tackle youth homelessness?  
 

GIRFEC rightly places a strong emphasis on early intervention. There are 
opportunities for closer and cooperative working arrangements between schools and 
relevant departmental and Health partners to identify young people at risk and set in 
motion arrangements to address these risks. This is particularly the case with 
homelessness, as it is well recognised that the main reason for young people 
becoming homeless is family relationship breakdown. There is ample scope here for 
development of family mediation and respite services. 

 
We believe that “leaving home” should form part of the secondary school curriculum, 
with practical information and discussion provided by “peers” who have left home and 
indeed may have been homeless.  

 
Conclusion 
 
We would like thank the Equal Opportunities Committee for the opportunity to make the 
above comments and would congratulate the 
Committee for highlighting the important 
issue of Having and Keeping a Home for 
young people.  
 
We would be more than happy to receive a visit 
from Committee members to our 
organisation for further discussion, particularly 
with young people who have used our services. 
 
 
Bob Stewart Homelessness Services 
Director Dunedin Canmore Group 
30 May 2014 
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 
AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM EDINBURGH CYRENIANS TRUST 

Edinburgh Cyrenians welcomes and thanks the Committee for the opportunity to comment 
on how things may have changed since the publication of Having and Keeping a Home: 
steps to preventing homelessness among young people in October 2012. We commend 
the Government for its responses and updates on tackling youth homelessness and regard 
the early review of progress as a strong indication that this critical issue remains high on 
the country’s social and political agenda.  

Whilst there is no doubt that steps are being taken towards reducing the numbers of young 
people becoming homeless as a result of family breakdown this remains the single 
greatest reason cited at homeless presentations.1 Our own experience over the past 
eighteen months is that the steps have often yet to translate from strategic policy into 
operational reality. As Homeless Action Scotland’s Youth Homelessness in Scotland 2013 
report suggests:  

“These kind of approaches [for example: joint and greater cross-departmental work; 
Getting it Right for Every Child] can be seen to be ones that are ‘policy-rich environments’ 
however, that does not always translate into practice”2 

 Equally, however, there are encouraging  developments in relation to funding priorities 
that demonstrate a significant shift towards greater corporate responsibility and the 
recognition that early intervention and support to under-16’s can have a direct impact on 
the prevention of homelessness for young people aged 16 and over.  

The focus of our submission therefore relates to the Committee’s questions on:  

 Our experience and involvement with youth homelessness 

 The Housing Options approach  

 Changes in funding  

Experience and involvement  

Our involvement with young people at risk, experiencing, or having been homeless in 
Edinburgh and the Lothians has developed over four decades of provision in a range of 
areas from supported therapeutic accommodation in our City and Farm Communities; 
Youth Employability and Mediation and Support for young people and families. This 
submission is based upon our experience of delivering the latter services in Edinburgh 
since 2006 and East and West Lothian since 2009.  

                                       
1 Homelessness Statistics Annual Reference Tables Scottish Government (2014)   
2 Nick Harleigh-Bell, Youth Homelessness in Scotland 2013, Homeless Action Scotland (2013) 



Over this time, we have worked with upwards of some 800 families and young people, 
providing a dual intervention of formal mediation coupled with practical and emotional 
support. Thus, we aim to ensure that young people and their families are helped to 
address not only the immediate causes of conflict but also the underlying  

issues that have led to relationship breakdown. Cited in the Government’s 2009 
Prevention of Homelessness Guidance3 and externally evaluated in 2012, our Amber 
model has been viewed as a model of best practice in preventing young people from 
becoming homeless as a result of falling out with their families. 4  In 2013, over 200 
families and young people improved their relationships and housing outcomes as a result 
of using our mediation and support services.  

Housing Options: Choice-based Letting  

At a local level we have been involved with attempting to overcome significant obstacles 
relating to the effective delivery of services to young people at risk of, or already, 
homeless. The primary obstacle is an apparent disconnect between the systems and 
procedures involved with homeless assessment interviews and the ambition of a more 
joined-up and person-centred delivery of preventing homelessness through housing 
options. Staff are caught between, implementing policy that directs them towards one 
approach whilst having to work with procedures that contradict or limit carrying out such an 
approach.  

An example of this is evident in City of Edinburgh’s choice-based letting where those 
assessed as homeless are required to bid on a weekly basis for suitable accommodation. 
Failure to bid can lead to penalising applicants including removing their homelessness 
status so that they have to reapply, losing valuable time and going through the whole 
assessment process again. In recent meetings to discuss services provided for 16-18 year 
olds presenting as homeless, we have heard from staff within Housing Options teams that 
they know the system is not “user-friendly” for young people, particularly those already 
experiencing major disruption, vulnerability and often chaotic living arrangements. There is 
very little scope for Officers to apply leniency other than by deliberately “failing to log” their 
own records. Such practice shows the extent to which organisational processes undermine 
effective support for young homeless people. Given the very strong evidence provided to 
the Committee regarding a lack of life skills amongst young homeless people, we 
recommend that systems such as choice-based letting are reviewed regarding the extent 
to which they are fit for purpose within the context of Housing Options and support to 
young homeless people. 

Recommendation; Where applicable, review Choice based-letting processes to 
ensure they are fit for purpose for young homeless applicants.  

Housing Options: Mediation 

Contrary to the assertion in Having and Keeping a Home that mediation was a “quick 
win”5; our own experience is that there remains significant room for improving its potential 
to become fully integrated into the Housing Options approach to reducing youth 
homelessness.  

                                       
3 Scottish Government, Homeless Prevention: Guidance to Local Authorities 2009 
4 Sue Irvine Associates: External Evaluation of Amber, 2012 
5 Equal Opportunities Committee 4th Report, 2012, (Session 4) 



Cyrenians commit time and resources to communicating the benefits of mediation and 
conflict resolution through training and information-sessions with statutory services, 
including Homeless Prevention teams. Facilitating these sessions is of particular value 
because it provides the opportunity to hear from front-line staff about the specific 
challenges they face when working with young people at the point of crisis. Comments 
invariably focus on the fact that whilst staff acknowledge the value of mediation as an 
option, they view their immediate priority as the assessment of the young person’s 
homelessness status and to identify and arrange appropriate accommodation. The 
processes required in terms of paperwork, making phone calls and the myriad tasks 
involved at the meetings means that mediation inevitably comes low down the list, if it 
appears at all. A recent national survey of professionals identified that half of the total 
respondents (216) felt they didn’t have the skills to address conflict in families, whilst 68% 
wanted training in conflict resolution for their service or team. 6 Such observations re-
enforce the widespread perception that suggesting mediation as an option at this juncture 
is at best unlikely to be taken up and at worst, inappropriate or insensitive.7  

Our experience in one Local Authority, where the Homeless Assessment team has direct 
access to our Mediator, whose remit includes the opportunity to attend, alongside the 
officer, the homeless assessment/housing options interview, is that this rarely occurs. We 
believe the underlying reasons relating to a lack of confidence on the part of the officers to 
raise relationship issues and conflict with the young person or their family. Where referrals 
do happen, it is usually when the young person has already moved out of the family home 
into either supported accommodation or B&B. It appears that the option of bringing in a 
Mediator in to this already information-loaded process is perceived as just one more thing 
to remember rather than something that might avoid the paperwork in the first place 
Nevertheless, in 2013, the mediation service successfully prevented 63 young people from 
becoming homeless, with 12 of these 63 returning to the family home from unsettled, 
temporary or B&B accommodation.   

In another Local Authority, Cyrenians’ six month mediation pilot was initially welcomed by 
the Prevention team, with systems and protocols established for referrals and joint 
working. By the end of the second month, the mediator had received three referrals as 
against the projected target of around twenty. Having been assured that there were more 
than enough young people who would be suitable for referral at the start of the pilot and 
that in-house referrals would be adequate to meet the target, it emerged through 
discussion that not only did Prevention Officers feel that in most cases the young people 
were not, after all, suitable for mediation, but that even when it was suggested as an 
option it was invariably turned down. This suggests that there remains a great deal of work 
to be done in training Prevention Officers in understanding the triggers that would indicate 
the mediation would be an option and how that is then presented to the young person 

Mediation continues to be widely viewed as an appropriate and worthwhile intervention as 
part of a Housing Options approach8, our experience is that the practical delivery of such 
services still requires work in order to deliver on theoretical expectations. Mediation needs 
buy-in from those at the front-line of delivering Housing Options. For mediation to become 
truly embedded as part of the range of approaches applied to reducing youth 
homelessness, greater awareness and understanding of its benefits is still required.  

                                       
6 Cyrenians, Scottish Centre for Conflict Resolution 2014  
7 Emma Dore, Report on Homeless Mediation, 2011 
8 Scottish Parliament Equal Opportunities Committee, Having and Keeping a Home, 2012 



As providers, we view the promotion of mediation as our responsibility to take forward and 
recommend that where mediation is out-sourced, the responsibility to explain, promote and 
market mediation is separated from Housing Options/Homeless Assessments with 
ownership and accountability held by the commissioned service.  

  

Recommendation; Further training of Homeless Assessment Officers in how and 
when to offer mediation as part of a Housing Options Interview and where possible, 
that offer is made in partnership with the provider, especially when the provider is a 
third party organisation 

Changes to Funding: 

Our experience with changes to funding over the last eighteen months demonstrates a 
significant shift in terms of new opportunities to broaden out mediation and conflict 
resolution with young people and families. Since December 2012, we have successfully 
applied to a range of bodies, both independent and statutory, for funding to deliver conflict 
resolution, support and mediation services to young people (14+) and families. Our own 
and others long-argued9 appeal for funding to support earlier involvement is now possible 
through streams such as the Change Fund10. Where this investment has been made, such 
as with Edinburgh’s Early Years Change Fund,11 who are supporting our work with young 
people at risk of becoming accommodated and with Kinship Families, the cost benefits 
evident from a preventative spend can now be applied in making the case to fund similar 
services through early intervention streams. As such, we might go so far as to say that the 
underpinning long term aim of the “spend to save” strategy has begun to be realised. 
Thus, whilst our new services in Edinburgh and West Lothian are not directly related to 
reducing youth homelessness the fact that the work aims to improve communication and 
manage conflict with 14 and 15 year olds and their families is indicative of a growing 
commitment to moving away from a culture of “silo mentalities” 12 and towards a greater 
corporate responsibility in achieving local and national outcomes relating to young 
people’s life chances. That same attitude needs to be applied to mediation services within 
Homelessness and Housing teams when thinking about how to use, and where possible, 
how to add to the mainstream funding of mediation services. 

Our success with the Scottish Government’s Third Sector Early Intervention Fund, aimed 
at: “Delivering prevention and early intervention,[….] to build parenting and family capacity 
and skills and to build community capacity to improve outcomes for children and young 
people”13 represents a very real opportunity to bring professionals, families, and young 
people together on a shared journey towards ensuring that through increased awareness 
and skills to manage conflict at home, we contribute to the aspiration of making Scotland 
the “best place in the world to grow up”. 14 

One test of the Government’s commitment towards achieving this aim will be the extent to 
which successful initiatives funded through this stream will continue to be supported 
beyond the end of the funding period in March 2015. The very positive and enthusiastic 

                                       
9 www.improvementservice.org.uk/.../3515-elected-member-briefing-note... 
10 https://www.google.co.uk/#q=the+change+fund+scottish+government 
11 http://www.evoc.org.uk/networks/children-young-people-families/early-years-change-fund/ 
12 http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/about/docs/AC.2011.10.6%20-%20ChristieCommission.pdf 
13 http://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/global-content/programmes/scotland/third-sector-early-intervention-fund 
14 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0043/00435539.pdf 

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/.../3515-elected-member-briefing-note
https://www.google.co.uk/#q=the+change+fund+scottish+government
http://www.evoc.org.uk/networks/children-young-people-families/early-years-change-fund/
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/about/docs/AC.2011.10.6%20-%20ChristieCommission.pdf
http://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/global-content/programmes/scotland/third-sector-early-intervention-fund
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/0043/00435539.pdf


response to the Scottish Centre for Conflict Resolution15 certainly indicates a strong 
appetite across sectors to work together on increasing all our skills and capacity to support 
young people through the sometimes turbulent transition from child to adult. In achieving 
these increased skills, the aim of ensuring that far fewer young people do present as 
homeless due to being “asked to leave” as a result of relationship breakdown must start to 
become evident in the near future.  

 

Recommendation; where the evidence shows that the commitment to invest in early 
intervention and prevention has achieved agreed outcomes; a method of achieving 
longer term sustainable, mainstream funding based on that evidence is required 
from statutory partners.  

 
Viki Phillipps 
Service Manager 
Edinburgh Cyrenians Trust 
23 May 2014 

                                       
15 Cyrenians SCCR http://scottishconflictresolution.org.uk/ 
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 

AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM HOMELESS ACTION SCOTLAND 

 
 What is your experience and involvement in youth homelessness? 

 
I am the National Policy and Practice Coordinator- Youth for Homeless Action 
Scotland: the national membership body for organisations either working with 
people who are homeless or working to prevent homelessness. I have been in post 
for 6 years; however the organisation has been leading on youth homelessness in 
Scotland for 20 years, and has been in existence for 40 years.  As such, we are in 
a unique position to gain insight into both Local Authority and non-profit/third sector 
working in homelessness in Scotland and beyond and how this has changed over 
time. 
 
Homeless Action Scotland has strong links with other membership bodies in UK, 
such as Homeless Link, Cymorth Cymru and Council for the Homeless Northern 
Ireland, as well as good contacts across Europe. Our CEO has been president of 
Feantsa - the European homelessness body - which also helps in sharing 
knowledge of good practice in Europe to Scotland, and share Scotland’s good 
practice in return.  As an organisation we also have a track record in linking 
university research with practice. Most recently we have been involved in a joint 
supervision with University of Stirling of a successful PhD candidate and are 
working with the dental faculty of the University of Dundee on a dental health and 
homelessness project. 
  
In 2013 we ran a survey of youth homelessness services in Scotland, gathering 
over 100 responses, looking at throughput of young people as well as attitudes 
regarding changes in homelessness over the previous twelve monthsi. We have 
recently completed this year’s youth homelessness survey: although the data has 
not yet been fully analysed, where appropriate we will refer to intermediate findings 
and compare with last year’s report. 
 

 Is there more support available, for instance mediation, counselling 

supported accommodation or funding? 

 
The availability of different kinds of support is still very varied across Scotland. Not 
every local authority area necessarily has a full range of support and prevention 
services, and not all support and prevention services operate well (although many, 
of course, do excellent work). When it comes to mediation this gap in resourcing 



 
 

has been acknowledged and the Edinburgh Cyrenians are currently helping bridge 
the gap by the establishment of the Scottish Centre for Conflict Resolution 
(SCCR)ii. Their plan is ambitious, tying together support for young people, 
parents/carers as well as professionals, which they are doing through conferences, 
training and the development of a website, as well as looking to provide online 
support to individuals. The setting up of the SCCR is very much a positive step, 
however it is currently only funded for a short while. If mediation is to be taken 
seriously as a cornerstone of homelessness prevention, the SCCR would greatly 
benefit from continued, sustained funding to allow the projects to fully embed 
across Scotland. This is particularly important for areas where no mediation project 
exists or where existing projects lack capacity. 
 
Another example of a mediation project that is over-subscribed but working well, 
the Safe and Soundiii project - led by Shelter Scotland with Relationship Scotland - 
currently works in Dundee, Tayside and Fife providing mediation and ongoing 
support to young people and their families where young people are at risk of 
homelessness through running away. (When it comes to defining running away 
Safe and Sound use the broadest model available that not only considers those 
under 16 to be young runaways but also includes over 16s if the usual place of 
residence is expected to be the family home). Although set up with ambitious 
targets and funded as a pilot programme it is definitely under-resourced: the 
service could exceed capacity focusing on Dundee alone, without engaging with 
Tayside and Fife at all (an evaluation of the service has just been published)iv. 
 
Prevention is often spoken of as a priority, but this does not always filter through to 
practice. Mediation is growing as a means of either preventing homelessness or 
improving family relationships where returning home would not be a positive 
sustainable outcome. Not many homelessness prevention officers are fully trained 
in the benefits of mediation, however, and can lose opportunities for engagement 
through being unclear as to the benefits of mediation process or from not referring 
to a mediation service as they don’t see it as worthwhile.  
 
Another example of a missed opportunity for prevention of homelessness concerns 
the type of housing and homelessness education employed by local authorities. For 
example, some housing departments within local authorities offer housing and 
homelessness education on the realities of independent living to young people who 
have made a homelessness application as part of their housing options experience 
(although this is not necessarily intended to deter young people from proceeding 
with their homeless application it is often an outcome that occurs). Giving a sense 
of the realities of setting up an independent tenancy is of course good practice for 
over 16s, however as good practice it could be extended further to include under 
16s, possibly preventing young people from needing to approach the housing office 
in the first place. Often a barrier to this happening, aside from resourcing, is 
engagement with education as a full corporate partner in preventing homelessness. 
Homeless Action Scotland pioneered leaving home and housing education and 
continues to develop and support leaving home, housing and homelessness 



 
 

education in Scotland, however a consistent obstacle to the adoption of leaving 
home and housing education as an important area of the curriculum has been a 
lack of enthusiasm from education departments.  

Counselling - and the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) in 
general – is often unavailable at the point that young people need it and where it is 
available access/referral routes are not always clear. A common issue raised by our 
members is that young people’s mental health services are considered very scarce 
resources with long waiting lists, often well over 6 monthsv, and that the possibility 
of being diagnosed with a mental illness carries a degree of stigma that makes 
people unwilling to engage in the first place. Delays in being able to access mental 
health services lead to further, deeper crisis for young people when timely support 
could reasonably be expected to contribute to homelessness prevention.  

Significant numbers of young people with diagnosed and undiagnosed mental 
health issues are currently approaching youth homelessness services (as 
evidenced from the Homeless Action Scotland Youth Homelessness Survey 2014.  
Early analysis shows this to be the case in around 5% of cases where known)vi.  
Across Scotland very few preventative mental health measures are in place (and 
where they are in existence, they are focused on suicide preventionvii).  A further 
side-effect of the poor availability of mental health services to young people is an 
over-reliance on accident and emergency services. According to the West Lothian 
Young People’s (16-25) Snapshot Health and Wellbeing Scoping Report, 
November 2012-January 2013viii, 68% of those who answered had problems with 
mental health: 29% of whom were depressed, 25% had an anxiety disorder, and 
13% were deliberately self harming.  40% of the young people surveyed had used 
A&E in the past year, of which 20% were for suicidal ideation and a further 39% for 
“other” reasons, including mental health related complaints.  A pattern is often 
established whereby the immediate crisis is treated and the young person is 
discharged with an expectation that they will continue treatment with their GP. As 
between 16-25% of these young people were no longer registered with a GP (and 
– a significant further percentage had lost contact with their GP) this becomes a 
“lather, rinse, repeat” process in which the young person experiencing, or at risk of, 
homelessness is caught in a cycle of extremes, from crisis to treatment back to 
crisis again - with no support in between. This lack of continuity of care can lead 
to/exacerbate multiple, complex needs, self-medication (drugs, alcohol, etc.) 
unsafe behaviour and further escalation of homelessness.  

With regard to supported accommodation, there is still a scarcity of suitable 
accommodation across Scotland. It is often deemed expensive and almost all 
services we have spoken to have long waiting lists for bed spaces. It is still the 
case that a lack of lack of affordable and suitable move-on accommodation is 
causing bottlenecks in the system. Young people who are ready to move on are 
stuck in the relatively expensive supported accommodation: young people who are 
in need of supported accommodation are stuck in emergency accommodation, 
often without the appropriate level of support and all too frequently in bed and 
breakfast accommodation due to a lack of supported accommodation bed spaces. 
Although B&B usage amongst 16-18s has fallen in the past few years, this is likely 



 
 

to rise as the bottlenecks in the flow of accommodation jam further. Use of B&B for 
young people is not considered “suitable” accommodation as it is potentially unsafe 
for vulnerable people and has few safeguards in place. 

A factor that could not necessarily have been easily predicted during the previous 
Having and Keeping a Home enquiry is that of benefit sanctions. Sanctions have 
been disproportionately applied to the under 25six, in many cases seemingly 
arbitrarily. We have been given several examples of young people in supported 
accommodation being sanctioned for relatively minor reasonsx (one young person 
was sanctioned for only applying for 27 jobs instead of the 28 in their jobseeker’s 
agreement: they could only have applied for 28 jobs that fortnight if they had 
submitted two applications for the same job. Another young person was sanctioned 
for missing their signing-on time due to their agreed commitment to volunteering - 
they were part of a furniture recycling programme that required an early start and a 
trip across country to redistribute furniture where it was needed – their advisor 
stated that they should have attended the signing-on appointment and  “caught the 
van up”xi.    Other effects of benefits sanctions on young people include young 
people not being able to afford to buy food, do laundry etc., as well as where 
housing benefit has been inappropriately stopped, leading to arrears. For 
homelessness service providers this also creates problems, for example where 
they have to absorb costs and “take the hit” on lack of rent payments or consider 
evicting young people from the accommodation project, placing them back into 
emergency accommodation where there support needs might not be met. 

 How have things changed for young people experiencing homelessness 

since 2012? 

 
The experience of homelessness, i.e., the pathway through homelessness, has not 
changed much since 2012: the duration of stay in temporary accommodation is 
longer; it is harder to access move-on accommodation; several of our members 
have noted that there seems to be an increased resistance to issuing private 
tenancies to young people (which has not been aided by Bedroom Tax…) as well 
as more competition for suitable private tenancies as fewer people can afford to 
buy and so seek rented accommodation. Many young people make repeat 
presentations to youth homelessness services, some end up presenting to 
“mainstream” homelessness services in spite of many opportunities for 
intervention. 
 
According to the initial findings of this year’s Youth Homelessness Survey, there 
has been a decline in the direct provision of local authority homelessness support 
services in Scotland. In part this is due to an increase in third sector commissioning 
in meeting the Housing Support Duty,  but there have also been some cuts to 
budgets.  A benefit of third sector commissioning of services can be seen to be the 
greater opportunities to be flexible/innovative in approach and a greater ease in 
referring to further support services within the host third sector agency. Conversely, 
this can also be seen to reduce throughput, as the holistic approach can mean that 
the young person is retained within the homelessness system for longer. Although, 



 
 

from the perspective of the young person receiving the benefits of the service this 
is no bad thing, from the viewpoint of someone monitoring outcomes it can be seen 
as more problematic. This can also affect future funding of services. 
 
As mentioned previously, benefit sanctions affect young people - particularly 
homeless young people - more acutely and in greater proportion than the rest of 
population. Some young people are even becoming destitute as a consequence of 
sanctions (for example, one local authority told us that whereas in the past when 
young care leavers  ran out of essential items, they would provide a “food parcel”  
to tide them over.  Due to the exigencies of social work budgets they now find 
themselves running out of emergency funds just at the time more young people 
need emergency food parcels for longer duration due to sanctions. As a corporate 
parent, they are duty bound to provide support, but as a department within a local 
authority they are tied by what they can afford to do.)  
 

 Are there additional issues for young people leaving care? 

 
For young people currently leaving care, transitions are still problematic. An often 
cited problem is the lack of communication between corporate 
parents/departments. In particular, social work and housing are most frequently 
mentioned with relationships between the two departments varying greatly across 
the country. There is also often a divide between child and adult social work – not 
all services are co-located – which can lead to disruption of care as a young person 
reaches critical transition points in his or her life. There is of course, some excellent 
practice (for example, West Dunbartonshire are already retaining far more young 
people in care settings up to 18+; City of Edinburgh has a dedicated Housing and 
Throughcare Worker; many local authorities have developed, or are developing, 
supported lodgings programmes which are delivering positive outcomes for young 
people) but far too many services offer a patchy service to young people leaving 
care. 
 
For those in kinship care or looked after at home, the situation remains bleak: they 
are still not expressly provided for and are still afterthoughts when it comes to 
aftercare provision. Barnados’ Edinburgh 16+’s successful project working with 
young people who had been in kinship care or looked after at home was forced to 
close/dramatically scale back due to lack of continuation funding. This was one of 
very few projects working with this group of care leavers.  
 

 What new approaches have been introduced, and how effective have they 

been? 

 
Over all it is not that there are entirely new approaches to preventing youth 
homelessness so much as more of an aim to “join-up” practice. With care leavers, 
some interesting approaches have been developed – for example Edinburgh’s 
Care Leaver’s Housing Panel – works  with  those planning to leave care to look at 
an enhanced housing options model and steer young people towards the option 



 
 

that will best suit their needs, rather than the one they might first be thinking of. 
Many services seem to be keen to develop service that can take a holistic view 
while not denying the existing housing rights as a means of finding the right 
housing option rather than the most expedient. 
 

 How well is the Housing Options approach working towards reducing 

instances of youth homelessness? 

 
The Housing Options approach is again patchy across Scotland, but promising. 
Angus’s use of specialist Young People’s Housing Optionsxii has led to massive 
drop in applications and assessments. Equally, the availability - and correct use - of 
mediation, is also a positive outcome from using the Housing Options approach. 
Over all, however, the success of the Housing Options approach relies on actually 
having a realistic range of housing options for young people to access and housing 
options workers committed to and trained in a young person friendly approach to 
housing options.  
 
As mentioned previously, moving on from temporary and supported 
accommodation is made harder by the scarcity of a range of suitable lets. In some 
stock transfer authorities the availability of suitable accommodation is made harder 
by a process that almost seems to rely on a “wooing” of the housing provider to let 
to a young person. An example from one local authority was that because one 
previous referral had not led to positive outcome all young people who were 
subsequently referred to them were scrutinised more closely. It became harder for 
support workers to get young people into certain housing associations’ properties in 
their preferred areas, even in “hard to let” areas with a full package of support 
already in place. What should have been a standard referral became a convoluted 
process relying on phone calls and assurances, taking up far more worker time 
than was necessary. The housing workers were reluctant to use Section 5 referrals 
as they believed it would make it even harder to get standard lets for their service 
users in the future as well as running contrary to Throughcare guidance, which 
recommends care leavers should not be made homeless. A Section 5 referral can 
only be instigated by a homeless household, however in instances such as these it 
can seem to be the only way young people can access housing appropriate to their 
needs. 
 

 Any changes to funding? 

 
Funding for youth homelessness prevention is something of a moveable feast. 
Some funders, such as Railway Children, have entirely withdrawn from Scotland. 
This has essentially seen the end of two significant projects for young runaways - 
Streetwork’s Runaways Action Project and Aberlour’s refuge and outreach for 
young runaways. As acknowledged in the Having and Keeping a Home report, 
there is a strong link between running away and later homelessness. To lose 
funding for these projects - and for that funding not to have been replaced – loses a 
vital early intervention opportunity.  That Scotland now has no runaway refuge 



 
 

provision at all should cause great consternation. The approach is known to be 
successfulxiii and can be seen as a “spend to save.” However, it is acknowledged 
that refuge can be expensive and occupancy unpredictable (a permanent refuge 
still needs full staffing, even if unoccupied) which makes it difficult for local 
authorities to fund if successful outcomes are measured as a per capita cost. For 
refuge to run effectively in Scotland, funding would either need to ring-fenced or 
provided centrally by Scottish Government. Central funding could also allow for the 
development of other models of refuge (some of which might require changes to 
the Children (Scotland) Act around harbouringxiv). 
 
More positively, BIG and Life Changes Trust have both opened significant funding 
streams, for life transitions and care leavers respectively. One of BIG’s stipulations, 
in line with other funders, is that they do not provide funding for services that 
should otherwise be provided by local/national government. This can be a 
problematic area, as many third sector additional services can have blurred 
boundaries with statutory services – particularly where some support services have 
been put to tender previously. 
 

 How might the implementation of the Children & Young People (Scotland) Bill 

help tackle youth homelessness? 

 
Of those surveyed and who worked specifically with care leavers, the majority were 
optimistic that Continuing Care would be beneficial in preventing homelessness. 
However, until guidance is developed and put into practice it’s more a hope than 
certainty. It does allow for flexibility in transitions, a return to care where requested 
and a greater focus on meeting individual need, but there are still many questions 
that will need to be addressed: e.g., what will happen to a tenancy if a young 
person chooses to return to care, even if only for respite? How can young people 
return to certain residential settings? There is a likelihood that within a reasonably 
short period of time, the number of young people in still looked after could double. 
This is a serious long term resourcing issue that cannot be fixed simply by a 
spending a few millions over a relatively short period of time, but could require 
complete restructuring and an increase in staffing, all of which has the potential to 
affect other areas of work.  
 

 Is Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) helping schools and local 

authorities tackle youth homelessness? 

 
The principles of GIRFEC are very welcome. GIRFEC certainly allows for greater 
collaboration between schools and third sector in particular, but it is very hard to 
see where it has made a significant difference to date. Often the organisations that 
are currently going into schools to work on issues around homelessness, etc., were 
already going into schools long before GIRFEC. For most, continued input into the 
school diet still relies on the head teacher or head of guidance seeing a benefit to 
having an external agency coming in (and having a gap in the curriculum). It is 
patchy to say the least.  



 
 

Where it does work well, however, it benefits the third sector agency, the school 
and the young people. An example of this would be where a third sector agency is 
already engaged in detached youth work within the school catchment area, this 
gains them a profile within the community and helps develop a relationship with its 
young people; this relationship is carried on into the school and any serious issues 
and concerns can be relayed to the staff who can then seek to add further 
supports. 

 
Nick Harleigh-Bell 
National Policy and Practice Coordinator –Youth 
Homeless Action Scotland 
28 May 2014 

 
                                                           
i Please see Appendix 1 for full findings of this research 
 
ii  Scottish Centre for Conflict Resolution: http://scottishconflictresolution.org.uk/ 
 
iii http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/about_us/how_we_make_a_difference/specialist_services_in_scotland/safe_and_sound_project 
 
iv http://www.crfr.ac.uk/projects/current-projects/evaluation-of-safe-and-sound-project/ 
 
v Recently published findings into waiting times for young people’s mental health services show that 15% of young people in Lothian 
are waiting more than 26 weeks to be treated.  
https://isdscotland.scot.nhs.uk/Health-Topics/Waiting-Times/Publications/2014-05-27/2014-05-27-CAMHS-Summary.pdf?59963625670 
 
vi Full findings due to be published in July 2014 
 
vii http://www.scotpho.org.uk/publications/reports-and-papers/1159-Scotlands-mental-health-children-and-young-people-2013 
 
viii For copies of the report,  contact Brenda Kane,  West Lothian Council: Brenda.Kane@westlothian.gov.uk 
 
ix http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_Welfare_Reform_Committee/SPICe_briefing_-_sanctions.pdf 
 
x 
http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Homeless%20Action%20evidence%20to%20Welfare%20Reform%20Committee%2
0March%202014.pdf 
 
xi http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zeno's_paradoxes#Achilles_and_the_tortoise 
 
xii Some key figures for Angus Young People’s Housing Options Service to 31 October 2013 are:   

• Only 8.6% of young people contacted by YPHOS entered temporary accommodation;  
• 38% fewer temporary tenancies for under 25’s started between 14 May 2012 and  
31 March 2013 compared to same period in 2011/12;  
• 60% fewer temporary tenancies for under 25’s started between 14 May 2013 and  
31 October 2013 compared to same period in 2011/12;  
• 68% fewer referrals for Housing Support were made for under 25’s between May 2013  
and October 2013 compared with same period in 2011/12;  
• Only 5% of closed cases made homeless applications;  
• 77% fewer homeless presentations from 18-25 years olds between April – October 2013  
compared to 2011/12;  
• 47% fewer homeless presentations from 16-17 year olds compared to 2011/12.  

Source: http://www.angus.gov.uk/ccmeetings/reports-committee2014/Communities/26.pdf 
 
xiii http://www.crin.org/docs/Railway_Refugee.pdf 
 
xiv http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1995/36/section/83 
 

http://scottishconflictresolution.org.uk/
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/about_us/how_we_make_a_difference/specialist_services_in_scotland/safe_and_sound_project
http://www.crfr.ac.uk/projects/current-projects/evaluation-of-safe-and-sound-project/
https://isdscotland.scot.nhs.uk/Health-Topics/Waiting-Times/Publications/2014-05-27/2014-05-27-CAMHS-Summary.pdf?59963625670
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/publications/reports-and-papers/1159-Scotlands-mental-health-children-and-young-people-2013
mailto:Brenda.Kane@westlothian.gov.uk
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_Welfare_Reform_Committee/SPICe_briefing_-_sanctions.pdf
http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Homeless%20Action%20evidence%20to%20Welfare%20Reform%20Committee%20March%202014.pdf
http://www.homelessactionscotland.org.uk/uploads/Homeless%20Action%20evidence%20to%20Welfare%20Reform%20Committee%20March%202014.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zeno's_paradoxes#Achilles_and_the_tortoise
http://www.angus.gov.uk/ccmeetings/reports-committee2014/Communities/26.pdf
http://www.crin.org/docs/Railway_Refugee.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1995/36/section/83


EO/S4/14/15/6 

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 

AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM RELATIONSHIPS SCOTLAND 

 
1. What is your experience or involvement with youth homelessness? 
 

Relationships Scotland’s network of 22 affiliated local services across the country has 
been providing relationship support to families for over 30 years.  Relationship 
breakdown is consistently identified as the single biggest cause of homelessness in 
Government, voluntary sector and academic research.  Our family mediation services 
were originally set up to help families going through separation and divorce particularly.  
They have developed to respond to the needs of families to resolve conflict over a wide 
range of issues.  Parents, young people, grandparents, step parents, aunts and uncles 
all approach us for help in sorting out arguments within the family.  This support can 
prevent situations from getting out of control, and in some cases prevent homelessness.       
 
Mediation for young people and their families might lead to young people staying at 
home with new arrangements in place, or it may lead to them leaving home but in a 
managed way that maintains relationships with and support from family members. It 
nearly always results in increased understanding and better ways of communicating. 
 
Most of our local services offer this support on a reactive basis in response to client 
demand.  Some have managed to secure specific funding to be able to offer the service 
pro-actively.  From our experience of mediating with young people at risk of 
homelessness we know that they also benefit from specialist housing advice to explore 
all their options fully and since 2012 we have been working in partnership with Shelter 
Scotland to offer an innovative integrated support service. 
 
The highly successful Safe and Sound project is an initiative delivered by Relationships 
Scotland Family Mediation Tayside and Fife and Shelter Scotland, and funded by the 
Big Lottery, that offers young people with difficult family relationships support to resolve 
disputes and, if necessary, leave home in a planned way with practical support for 
housing issues and tenancy sustainment.  
(http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/about_us/how_we_make_a_difference/specialist_services
_in_scotland/safe_and_sound_project).  The project has recently been evaluated very 
positively by the Centre for Research on Families and Relationships (CRFR) and a 
good practice event was held in Dundee on 15th May 2014 to publicise this work.  
http://crfrblog.blogspot.co.uk/2014/05/safe-and-sound.html.  An article submitted to the 
Scotsman to raise awareness has been included in Appendix 1.  We hope to be able to 
extend our delivery of this service to other parts of Scotland if funding can be secured.  
  

http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/about_us/how_we_make_a_difference/specialist_services_in_scotland/safe_and_sound_project
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/about_us/how_we_make_a_difference/specialist_services_in_scotland/safe_and_sound_project
http://crfrblog.blogspot.co.uk/2014/05/safe-and-sound.html


Some of our Local Services have contracts in place with Local Authority Housing and 
Homelessness departments to offer mediation independently but alongside specialist 
housing advice.  In Argyll and Bute 75 cases were referred in the last year from the 
Council Housing and Homelessness Teams.  86% of those cases were young people 
(average age 19 years) presenting as homeless because the young person had been 
asked to leave the family home.  58% of cases engaged with mediation and 37% 
resolved their immediate housing problem.  Our Shetland Youth Homelessness Service 
reported that in 28% of their cases where there was at least one appointment the young 
person returned home, and in 11% of these cases the young person moved away with 
family agreement or support. 
 
In addition to this in Orkney our local family mediation service works closely with a 
young person’s supported accommodation project to provide information and services.    
Our Inverness local service has undertaken a number of successful mediations under a 
contract with Highland Council’s Prevention of Homelessness Department.  One case in 
particular demonstrates the impact of mediation for young people with challenging 
family backgrounds and leaving care, and highlights the benefits of partnership working 
across the sectors.  Details can be provided but have not been included in this 
submission for confidentiality reasons.     
 
This work in Highland has led to an early intervention pilot project in Secondary Schools 
in the Inverness area to provide greater understanding about homelessness issues and 
to teach basic conflict resolution skills to young people.  This work could be developed 
and extended with appropriate funding in place.    
 
Several of our Local Services offer counselling for young people and many of the 
difficulties that young people are dealing with arise from relationship issues and family 
breakdown.  As an example, our service in Grampian particularly has reported a huge 
increase in self harming behaviour within this client group, which is often associated 
with relationship difficulties.  Counselling support can prevent many of these relationship 
issues leading to youth homelessness.  
 

2. Is there more support available, for instance mediation, counselling, supported 
accommodation or funding? 

 
The level of support available in terms of counselling and mediation in this context is 
very much dependent on whether funding can be secured locally and for this reason 
there is a huge variation in practice and availability of services across the country.   
 
As detailed in Section 1 some of our Local Services have secured additional funding, 
such as the Safe and Sound Project funded by the Big Lottery and a number of Local 
Authority Housing and Homelessness Department contracts.  More funding would allow 
greater availability, consistency and uptake of services as well as the development of 
pilot projects such as early intervention education in schools.  

 
3. What new approaches have been introduced, and how effective have they been? 

 



 The Safe and Sound partnership project between Relationships Scotland and Shelter 
Scotland, referred to under Section 1, is an innovative new approach that has been 
introduced to bring together specialist mediation and conflict resolution support with 
specialist housing advice and support.  This project has proved effective and been 
positively evaluated by independent researchers.   

 
 We suggest that a mandatory referral to find out about mediation for all those presenting 

as at risk of homelessness would increase understanding and encourage young people 
to explore a number of options to resolve the issues they are facing.  Relationships 
Scotland services are uniquely placed to be able to offer a holistic service and cross 
referral to other support such as counselling as appropriate.  

 
Stuart Valentine 
Relationships Scotland 
28 May 2014  



Appendix 1 - article submitted to the Scotsman, May 2014 

Cutting homelessness by supporting relationships and sorting out arguments 
 
Breakdown in family relationships is consistently identified as the single biggest cause of 
homelessness in Government, voluntary sector and academic research.  It affects young 
and old alike but it can have a particularly damaging impact on adolescents going through 
an already challenging time in their lives. Relationships between youngsters and their 
parents come under strain for a variety of reasons. There may not be enough money, 
enough time or enough energy to resolve difficulties and in many cases this can lead to 
young people leaving home. Recent research from The Scottish Centre for Conflict 
Resolution (SCCR) reveals that 25% of young people consider leaving home at least once 
a month because of family disagreements. When young people leave home they are 
particularly vulnerable and at risk from a wide range of negative influences. Substance 
misuse and anti social behaviour are common. 50% of respondents to the SCCR survey 
felt that they would like someone to talk to or help them sort out disagreements at home. 
This is nothing short of a national crisis - albeit one played out behind closed doors. 
 
The SCCR research cites mediation as the most effective way of resolving these family 
disputes. Mediation offers people who are having trouble getting along the opportunity to 
meet with an independent, professionally trained third person who will help them to talk 
things through and try to work out a way to improve the situation. It may seem strange to 
think about needing help to talk, but when conflict escalates people stop ‘hearing’ what the 
other person has to say.  This leads to frustration and people making assumptions about 
each other. Things can quickly get out of control and become very distressing. 
 
Mediation for young people and their families has been available through Relationships 
Scotland’s national network of family mediation services for years. Relationships 
Scotland’s professionally trained and accredited mediators are highly skilled and adept at 
helping families through often incredibly tumultuous periods. Working through difficulties in 
mediation might lead to young people staying at home with new arrangements in place, or 
it may lead to them leaving home but in a managed way that maintains relationships with 
and support from family members. It nearly always results in increased understanding and 
better ways of communicating. The SCCR research reveals that most families simply do 
not know how to deal with conflict constructively, and this can lead to young people 
walking out of the family home without exploring all their options fully. As well as learning 
how to deal with arguments themselves more effectively young people considering leaving 
home benefit from specialist housing help and advice. 
 
A two-pronged approach to dealing with family conflict where young people are at risk of 
homelessness is key - we need professional, well trained mediators to provide relationship 
support and conflict management skills and we also need specialist housing professionals 
to offer information, advice and guidance.  This is the model that has become the template 
for Relationships Scotland’s partnership approach with Scotland’s leading homelessness 
charity, Shelter. Relationships Scotland Family Mediation Tayside and Fife and Shelter 
Scotland have collaborated to deliver the incredibly successful Safe & Sound project to 
prevent the negative impacts of unsettled family life that lead to youth homelessness. The 



project offers young people a safe route back home, where appropriate. It supports young 
people who need to move away, in setting up and maintaining tenancies. It offers support 
to younger siblings in the family group, to build resilience and coping skills to lessen the 
chances of them becoming homeless in the future. Through mediation communication is 
improved and family members develop conflict management and problem solving skills to 
ensure a lasting impact.  
 
Safe & Sound has supported over 230 young people in less than two years and was 
commended by the Care Acolades for its success in helping young runaways to return and 
stay in the family home and improve relationships between family members.  The project 
was recently applauded in an in-depth study carried out by The Centre for Research on 
Families and Relationships (CRFR), drawing additional praise and support from the 
Minister for Children & Young People, Aileen Campbell MSP. 
 
We all experience conflict at some time in our lives. When it’s within the family home it can 
make life very difficult for everyone and sometimes have far reaching effects. If you would 
like to find out more about sorting out family arguments and getting some support for your 
family relationships contact any of the Relationship Scotland local services, details at 
www.relationships-scotland.org.uk. 
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 

AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUBMISSION FROM SHELTER SCOTLAND 
 

Key Points: 

 The Regulator’s recommendations for new national guidance for Housing Options should be 
adopted by the Scottish Government.   

 Appropriate support and mediation services should be made available to all young people to 
help prevent homelessness. 

 Minimum temporary accommodation standards should be produced by the Scottish 
Government and partners to ensure temporary accommodation is a stepping stone out of 
homelessness.  

Introduction 

Shelter Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Equal Opportunity committee’s ‘Having 
a Home and Keeping a Home’ follow-up inquiry having submitted written and oral evidence1 in 
2012.  In this report we have drawn on a discussion with young service users who have been 
supported by our safe and sound project in Dundee.   

Context 

Last year over 12,000 young people aged between 16 and 24 made homelessness applications in 
Scotland.  Over 1,900 of these applications were made by someone under the age of 18.2  Since 
our 2012 briefing, the numbers of homeless applications amongst this age group have fallen.  And 
yet, 12,000 young people applying as homeless is still too many.  A safe, secure home is crucial for 
everyone’s wellbeing and every year in Scotland tens of thousands of young people are living in 
unsuitable accommodation or in a state of uncertainty because of homelessness or the risk of 
homelessness.  Addressing poor quality housing and homelessness are key components in 
eradicating child poverty and for ensuring that vulnerable young people do not get trapped in a cycle 
of housing crises and repeat homelessness.  

Homelessness compounds a number of the problems faced by young people. This is particularly 
evident with mental health problems and/or the onset of (or exacerbation of existing) substance 
misuse problems. There is particularly strong evidence that homelessness impedes young people’s 
                                                
1 Shelter Scotland (2012) Briefing: Equal Opportunities Committee Inquiry – Having and Keeping a Home: 
steps to preventing homelessness among young people 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/45498.aspx  
2 Homelessness Statistics Annual Reference Tables Scottish Government (2011) 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/hmlss1011 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/45498.aspx
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/hmlss1011


participation in employment, education or training3 which in turn can impact significantly on all areas 
of a young person’s life and wellbeing. 

“it’s made me depressed not having a place to call my own, it affected college: I had 
low attendance as I was depressed so I left.”  [Shelter Scotland service user]4 

For young people, the most common reason for homelessness is relationship breakdown, typically 
with parents or step-parents.  For many this is a consequence of long-term conflict within the home 
and often involving violence.5  Around half (46 per cent) of young homeless people lived with their 
parents or family before becoming homeless.6  In 2012-13, 40 per cent of young people became 
homeless because they were asked to leave their accommodation, 28 per cent were asked to leave 
due to a household dispute or relationship breakdown, with 35 per cent of these disputes being 
violent or aggressive.7   

“One night my mum said just get out – I said no – she said just get out so I said fine 
and packed a bag and went and stayed at my friend’s house” [Shelter Scotland service 
user] 

What is your experience or involvement with youth homelessness? 

Shelter Scotland helps many young people through our advice and support services.  We run a free 
national advice helpline and projects supporting individuals in specific groups or geographical areas.  
Shelter Scotland’s helpline took 14,764 calls in 2013-14, of which 21 per cent were made by people 
aged under 25.8 For a fifth of these the reason for the call was for advice around homelessness.   

Shelter Scotland also launched a new service in July 2012 called ‘Safe and Sound’, based in 
Dundee, to tackle challenges faced by young people resulting from housing instability and family 
relationship breakdown in Tayside and Fife after receiving funding of almost £700,000 from the Big 
Lottery Fund.  It is run by Shelter Scotland in partnership with counselling, mediation and family 
support charity Relationships Scotland, with referrals from other local agencies and organisations.  
It offers support and resolution for young people who have left, or are at risk of leaving, home in an 
unplanned way.  Safe and Sound has helped over 230 young people in less than two years.   

Has the number of young people presenting as homeless changed? 

Since our 2012 briefing, the numbers of homeless applications amongst 16-24 year olds have 
fallen.  Last year over 12,000 young people aged between 16 and 24 made homelessness 
applications in Scotland, compared to 19,000 in 2010-11, this is in the context of an overall drop in 

                                                
3 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2008) Youth and homelessness in the UK 
4 All quotes in this briefing are from a small discussion group held with young people supported by the Safe 
and Sound Project on May 9 2014 
5 JRF (2008) Youth and homelessness in the UK 
6 Youth Homelessness Analysis 2012-13 Scottish Government (2013) 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/adhoc-analysis 
7 Youth Homelessness Analysis 2012-13 Scottish Government (2013) 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/adhoc-analysis 
8 Information on age was recorded for 5598 of the 14,764 calls (38%). 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/adhoc-analysis
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/adhoc-analysis


homeless applications over the past few years.  Just under 2,000 of these applications were made 
by someone under the age of 18, down from over 3,000 in 2010-11.9   
 

 
Figure 1: Number of homeless applications by age and year 

The Housing Options approach and the Housing Support duty 

Though this reduction may look promising, Shelter Scotland has concerns in relation to this 
reduction.  The focus since 2012, and indeed preceding it, has been on prevention of 
homelessness.  The Housing Options approach has added to this on the front line, however 
concerns over this were raised recently in the Scottish Housing Regulator’s 2014 thematic inquiry,10 
in particular about the possible diversion of individuals (from all age groups, not just under 25s) 
approaching their council to make a homeless application into other avenues for example into the 
private rented sector, or sofa surfing.  The regulator’s report into the effectiveness of the Housing 
Options approach highlights this: 

“We found that Housing Options has contributed to the reduction in the number of 
people having a homelessness assessment. We also found that the diversion of people 
from a homelessness assessment to Housing Options was not always appropriate. It is 
likely that in such cases this has resulted in an under-recording of homelessness as a 
number of people with clear evidence of homelessness or potential homelessness do 
not go on to have a homeless assessment.”11 

This could explain some of the reduction in numbers of homeless applications by this age group.  
This diversion of some individuals away from the homelessness route affects not only the duty of 
the local authority to house a homeless young person, but also the wider support the individual 
should receive, for example in line with the new duty for local authorities to provide housing support 

                                                
9 Homelessness Statistics Quarterly Reference Tables Scottish Government (2014) 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-
Regeneration/RefTables/HomelessOcttoDec2013 
10 Scottish Housing Regulator (2014) Housing Options in Scotland: a thematic inquiry 
11 Scottish Housing Regulator (2014) Housing Options in Scotland: a thematic inquiry, p5 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/HomelessOcttoDec2013
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Housing-Regeneration/RefTables/HomelessOcttoDec2013


to homeless households introduced by the Housing (Scotland) Act 2010 and which came into effect 
on 1st June 2013.12   

Shelter Scotland is publishing a report compiled from information collected from local authority 
officials through a short informal telephone interview as a result of this new support duty.  A total of 
27 authorities were interviewed in late 2013 and the first quarter of 2014.  3 councils responded 
specifically about the effect of the new duty on young people.  Midlothian Council noted that most of 
its support was delivered to young people aged 16 to 25 and it had overcome engagement issues 
by employing young people’s workers who had been involved in mediating with families to prevent 
homelessness and also in outreach education work in 2nd, 5th and 6th years in schools and in a 
16+ forum. West Lothian Council was intending to focus housing support more on employment 
initiatives since many of its support services were delivered to young people.  North Lanarkshire 
Council also reviewed its protocol with Social Work colleagues to ensure that young people who 
were looked after and accommodated are properly supported through the pathway planning process 
and have housing involvement at an early stage.  Whilst the practical application of this support 
aspect is encouraging, as noted above the duty only applies for councils to individuals making a 
homeless application. 

“Staff in some councils are working to targets for the reduction of homelessness 
applications as a performance measure for Housing Options. The use of reductions in 
numbers of homeless  applications as a solitary measure of the success of Housing 
Options can introduce the risk of organisational behaviours that act against the 
achievement of good outcomes for people in need. We saw a number of examples 
where local authorities had targets in place and where people who were homeless 
were not being provided with appropriate advice and assistance in accordance with the 
homeless legislation.”13 

Shelter Scotland echoes the Regulator’s call for enhanced guidance for local authorities on the 
delivery of Housing Options. The Regulator also identified that for some local authority Housing 
Options interviews support needs assessments were completed, but “also many where there was 
no or only brief discussions about support needs”.14  They highlighted positive practice in some 
councils offering the same support needs assessments to those who make homeless applications 
as for those who go through their Housing Options process.   

What new approaches have been introduced, and how effective have they been? 

The other, more positive, aspect of prevention has been around support and mediation work that 
has been done.  In 2011, Shelter Scotland conducted research into the links between young 
runaways and later instances of youth homelessness15.  This research showed clearly that young 
people who run away from home before they are 16 are consistently identified as being at high risk 
                                                
12 Scottish Government (2013) Housing Support duty to homeless households – Guidance for local authorities 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2013/06/3279/2 
13 Scottish Housing Regulator (2014) Housing Options in Scotland: a thematic inquiry, p5 
14 Scottish Housing Regulator (2014) Housing Options in Scotland: a thematic inquiry, p14 
15 Research report: Running away and future homelessness – the missing link? (April 2011) 
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/348013/Running_away_and_future_homelessness_
FINAL.pdf 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2013/06/3279/2
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/348013/Running_away_and_future_homelessness_FINAL.pdf
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/348013/Running_away_and_future_homelessness_FINAL.pdf


of homelessness and having housing problems in later life.  The findings highlighted that the vast 
majority of young homeless people (84 per cent) had also run away overnight from home or care 
when they were under 16.16 Many had run away more than once, and as part of this experience they 
had often slept rough and sometimes stayed away from home for more than four weeks. This 
research suggested that any focus on preventing homelessness needs to tackle the issues faced by 
young runaways and put resources into early intervention for those under the age of 16.   

Early intervention for young people and their families has been shown to be successful and has 
provided an alternative for young people facing homelessness. The regulator report identified that 
some local authorities employed a mediation approach themselves in an attempt to resolve 
relationship breakdowns resulting in homelessness, particularly with young people whose parents 
are asking them to leave home.  Whilst it was acknowledged that “independent and voluntary 
mediation, conducted by trained mediators, can deliver good and sustainable outcomes…some of 
what was described as mediation was in fact protracted discussions between the local authority and 
parents about the likelihood of the young person being allowed to stay; third parties we spoke to 
expressed some concerns that this approach could further damage relationships between the young 
person and parents, particularly where the young person has complex needs”.17 

The Safe and Sound service, run by Shelter Scotland in partnership with Relationships Scotland 
works to reduce the risk of homelessness for young people in Dundee and across the greater 
Tayside and Fife areas, facilitating family mediation and the safe return home for those who have 
run away, or where this is not possible, helps them to find and keep suitable housing of their own.  

An evaluation report18 was published in May by the Centre for Research on Families and 
Relationships who carried out a one year programme of monitoring and evaluation.  Of 187 referrals 
between December 2012 and December 2013, 53% were referred because the young person was 
homeless or at risk of homelessness. However, other referral categories included running away and 
being forced out, emphasising that for many there was potential for homelessness further down the 
line. 

There are several key points that have been highlighted as key to the project’s success.  Having a 
dedicated worker to approach and ask for questions, and who will actively contact them too, is 
crucial.  

“(my worker) made me feel like everything was a lot clearer – they explained it to me” 
[Shelter Scotland service user] 

 
“everything was cloudy before I sat down with my worker and they explained everything 
– no one had done that before” [Shelter Scotland service user] 

                                                
 
17 Scottish Housing Regulator (2014) Housing Options in Scotland: a thematic inquiry, pp14-15 
18 The Centre for Research on Families and Relationships (2014), Safe and Sound Project: Evaluation Report, 
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/news/may_2014/praise_for_safe_and_sound_project  

http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/news/may_2014/praise_for_safe_and_sound_project


Whilst the Safe and Sound service has received great results, it only helps people in the Tayside 
locality.  Shelter Scotland would like to see a similar level of support for young people no matter 
where they live in Scotland.  This is in line with the Regulator’s recommendation for independent 
and skilled mediation services to be made available. 

Temporary Accommodation 

Despite a focus on prevention and an understanding of the benefits in this, there were still over 
12,000 homelessness applications last year.  We need to ensure that we get the services for 
homeless applicants right too.  Our service users have told us that after approaching the council for 
assistance, the thought of staying in homeless accommodation is often not seen as an option for 
young people. Local homeless hostels were viewed as having have bad reputations therefore young 
people don’t want to use them as they don’t want to be associated with living in those places. 

“as soon as you say (name of hostel) people judge you and think ‘junkie’” [Shelter 
Scotland service user] 

 
“I think it’d take me back – I’ve come so far in the last year” [Shelter Scotland service 
user] 

The support given to young people experiencing homelessness and the temporary accommodation 
that is offered before being moved on to settled, permanent accommodation is vital.  Shelter 
Scotland has called on the Scottish Government to produce minimum standards for temporary 
accommodation.19  We share the concerns of Barnardo’s Scotland in the use of temporary 
accommodation especially for care leavers and note the relatively high proportion of previously 
looked-after children who spent time in bed and breakfast accommodation.  We echo Barnardo’s 
Scotland call for these standards to reflect the needs of young people and vulnerable groups, 
including care leavers, in particular.  Temporary accommodation is the crucial first step away from 
homelessness and should be a positive move away from crisis.   
 
Debbie King 
Shelter Scotland 
29 May 2014 

                                                
19 Shelter Scotland (November 2013) Temporary Accommodation Standards: Campaign Briefing 
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/temporary_accommod
ation_standards_campaign_briefing  

http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/temporary_accommodation_standards_campaign_briefing
http://scotland.shelter.org.uk/professional_resources/policy_library/policy_library_folder/temporary_accommodation_standards_campaign_briefing
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES COMMITTEE 

HAVING AND KEEPING A HOME: STEPS TO PREVENTING HOMELESSNESS 
AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE – FOLLOW-UP 

SUPPLEMENTARY SUBMISSION FROM WHO CARES? SCOTLAND 

Thank you from all at Who Cares? Scotland 

Who Cares? Scotland would like to thank the Equal Opportunities Committee for 
providing us with the opportunity to discuss our experiences and expertise in regards to 
housing, homelessness and the care journey.  This inquiry sought the knowledge of 
those who have experienced the trauma and difficulties of maintaining stable living 
arrangements once their care journey has ended and it listened to the methods which 
help support a young person through this complex time.  Who Cares? Scotland was 
proud to be a part of this and welcomes the opportunity to provide supplementary 
evidence to the Committee. 

As was clearly communicated by those who took part in the evidence session, stable, 

genuine relationships and access to independent advocacy are key to ensuring 
young people leaving care are able to cope with the demands of life.  Independent 
advocacy is about speaking up for an individual, helping them to have a stronger voice 
and to have as much control as possible over their own lives. Independent advocacy 
organisations are separate from organisations that provide other types of services – 
they do not make decisions on behalf of the individual they are supporting. The 
independent advocate should help the young person to get the information they need to 
make real choices about their circumstances and supports them to put their choices 
across to others.  

The importance of independent advocacy 

An independent advocate requires relevant qualifications and specialist training to 
ensure they are in a position to promote rights and responsibilities within the complex 
structures in which young people in care exist.  It is important to note that advocacy is 
not about assessing need; nor should it be confused with a mentoring or befriending 
service. The aim of an independent advocate is to empower the young person in 
enhancing their own ability to be able to express their views independently. 

This expertise is essential in ensuring that all advocacy tasks are approached with the 
same level of professionalism.  For young people growing up in care the range of 
advocacy asks are varied but each is as important as the next and they deserve to be 
treated with attention and respect.  Advocacy asks can range from informal to formal 

representation; from supporting a young person to ask to redecorate their room in a 
children’s unit to supporting them at a Children’s Hearing to contest a decision to move 
them to another placement.  Each task requires an understanding of the formal 



structures of care and each task has the potential to empower the young person to 
improve their situation. 

Informal representation takes account of the day to day decisions such as redecorating 
a bedroom – the decisions for which many of us would take for granted, but for which 
young people in care have little direct control over.  For some, these tasks might be 
deemed as being less important but for a young person living in a children’s unit it can 
be the difference between feeling like a stranger in someone else’s house and feeling a 
sense of belonging.  Additionally, our experience of providing advocacy support tells us 
that often it is the informal asks which act as a test for the young person to know if they 
can truly rely on this support for the more sensitive formal asks.  For young people who 
struggle to trust and build genuine relationships, this stage is often an important one. 

Formal representation refers to assisting young people to navigate their way through 
statutory frameworks and processes and again, it is imperative that this support is 
underpinned by specialist knowledge and understanding to ensure that the care 
experienced young person is represented fairly and as effectively as possible.  This 
type of representation can be utilised for formal processes such as raising formal 
complaints, attending Children’s Hearings or during child protection procedure.  The 
building of a relationship is as important at this stage as it is when supporting informal 
asks.  Regardless of which stage the advocacy relationship begins, the ability to provide 
an understanding, patient and consistent presence in the life of a young person in 
care, can be the beginning of a life where their rights are realised. 

Understanding the spectrum of independent advocacy 

Who Cares? Scotland recognises the existence of a spectrum of advocacy where 
there is recognition of all vital relationships which are integral to safeguarding the rights 
of young people in Scotland’s care system.  This spectrum takes account of the varying 
degrees of advocacy and support that can help ensure a young person understands 
and promotes their rights, from their family members to independent advocates to 
legal representation.  

However, while Who Cares? Scotland promotes this model of advocacy, we also 
strongly believe in the distinct role of the independent advocate as a professional and 
skilled individual who is removed from the structures which determine life for a young 
person in care.  This distinction from family or from services such as social work is 
important to allow young people to truly promote their rights without conflict of 

interest.   

Looked after children and young people are some of the most marginalised, socially 
disempowered and stigmatised in Scotland. Due to their experiences, they often do not 
trust those around them, and many struggle to make meaningful relationships with 
peers and adults alike. It is important therefore that they have a range of adults that 
they can go to for support when required.  However, for some of these young people 
family members may be part of the reason that they have come into care, so it should 
not be taken for granted that such relationships are constructive. Other young people 



may have difficult and fraught relationships with carers or other professionals and 
therefore feel unable to rely on them to truly represent their views.   

Ensuring that all care experienced young people across Scotland have a right to 

independent, professional advocacy will increase levels of engagement and better 
place professionals to provide the appropriate supports. 

Advocacy provision in Scotland 

We believe that looked after young people across Scotland should have a right to 

independent professional advocacy. The role of an advocate is to empower young 
people to be able to express their views and assist them in making informed decisions 
on matters which influence their lives. If an adult is faced with a difficult process which 
potentially has the chance of changing the course of their life as they know it, they 
would undoubtedly seek support or representation from someone independent of the 
decision makers.   

It has been evidenced that care experienced young people with complex needs find it 
difficult to engage with services (Scottish Government, 2013).  As a result they often 
leave the care system too early and struggle to achieve a positive destination. If a 
young person is unable to engage with the practitioners who are tasked with assessing 
their situation, the assessment cannot truly represent their need.  A lack of relationship-
based practice and inaccurate assessments can lead to inappropriate interventions 
being implemented (Milner and O’Byrne, 2009). When interventions are misinformed 
those supported are adversely affected and resources incorrectly distributed. 

Young people living in care are expected to contend with life changing decisions and 
formal meetings on a frequent basis throughout their young lives, without the statutory 
right to independent advocacy. Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, makes very clear that every child has the right to say what they think in all 
matters affecting them and to have their views taken seriously. Advocacy helps to make 
that right a reality for those children and young people who, for whatever reason, would 
not otherwise be able or allowed to share their views about something. 

Who Cares? Scotland recognises that advocacy provision is inconsistent across 
Scotland, with service delivery dependant on decisions made by each local authority. 
Not all care experienced young people can access professional independent advocacy 
tailored to their specific need; in our estimation less than 20% of Scotland’s looked 
after population have access to this support. Experience has demonstrated that to 
safeguard vulnerable children and young people it is of upmost importance that 
independent advocacy is accessible to all. 

Carly Edgar 
Senior Policy Development Officer 
Who Cares? Scotland 
26 September 2014 
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