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Following the 57th session of the Commission for Social Development (2019),1 
the United Nations Economic and Social Council, in its resolution 2019/4 (see E/
RES/2019/4), decided that the priority theme of the 58th session (2020) of the 
Commission would be “Affordable housing and social protection systems for all to 
address homelessness”. In this context and in preparation for the 58th session of 
the Commission, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, in 
collaboration with the United Nations Human Settlements Programme, organized a 
three-day Expert Group Meeting in Nairobi to review major drivers of homelessness, 
identify existing gaps and priority areas for intervention, and make specific policy 
recommendations to focus on homelessness in the context of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 

This report collects and analyses the contribution of the experts who participated 
in the meeting. In doing so, it aims to deepen the understanding of the complex 
causes of homelessness, the challenges homeless people face and the effects 
of homelessness on individuals and societies. The report contains policy 
recommendations on effective housing and social protection policies emanating from 
the meeting.   

1	 The Commission for Social Development is one of the functional commissions established by the 
United Nations Economic and Social Council (res. 10 (II), 1946) to advise the Council on social 
policies of a general character and, in particular, on all matters in the social field not covered by 
the specialized intergovernmental agencies. Since the World Summit for Social Development 
(Copenhagen, 1995), the Commission has been the key United Nations body in charge of the 
follow-up and implementation of the Copenhagen Declaration and Programme of Action. Since 
2015, the Commission is also mandated to contribute to the follow-up to the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, within its existing mandate. Further information available at  https://
www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/united-nations-commission-for-social-development-
csocd-social-policy-and-development-division.html.
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Executive Summary

Participants to the Expert Group 
Meeting on Affordable Housing and 
Social Protection Systems for All to 
Address Homelessness discussed and 
provided policy recommendations on 
the following core thematic areas, with a 
view to strengthen the understanding of 
homelessness and the measures taken 
to solve the problem.

The various definitions of 
homelessness

A universally accepted legal definition 
for homelessness and homelessness-
related conditions (for example, 
inadequate housing, temporary 
emergency accommodation, and hidden 
homelessness) does not exist. Rather, 
countries and local communities often 
define homelessness based on a motley 
assortment of social views and policy 
priorities. Among other drawbacks, the 
lack of a clear definition makes it difficult 
to compare the impact of policies against 
homelessness between countries. 

The Expert Group recommended 
relevant policymakers and other 
stakeholders at the national and 
local levels devise and agree upon 
a definition of homelessness that 
is inclusive and politically sensitive; 
able to differentiate among degrees 
and types of homelessness; and 
that recognizes homelessness as a 
societal failure, instead of one that 
is individual.

Comparing statistics and 
methodology

The lack of an agreed definition of 
homelessness leads to significant 
complications in terms of the 
consistency of data and data collection 
methods, which makes it extremely 
difficult to obtain reliable estimates 
of the number of people experiencing 
homelessness within and across 
countries. 

The Expert Group recommended:

•	 gathering aggregated and, 
to the extent possible, 
disaggregated data on specific 
key features of homelessness

•	 focusing on quantitative 
and qualitative evidence to 
avoid the risk of excluding 
those homeless who are not 
statistically “visibly”

Drivers of homelessness

The meeting examined various 
underlying causes of homelessness in 
developed and developing countries and 
identified the major structural drivers of 
homelessness as follows:  

•	 Poverty

•	 High- and rising income inequality

•	 Limited or lack of access to quality 
education 

•	 Limited or lack of access to land and 
property, credit and financing

•	 High un- and underemployment

•	 Proliferation of insecure and 
vulnerable jobs

•	 Lack of access to social protection

•	 Rural-urban migration

•	 Unplanned and rapid urbanization

•	 Evictions and forced eviction 

•	 High cost of energy or health care

•	 Shortage of affordable housing

•	 Climate change and natural 
disasters

•	 Domestic violence and abuse

•	 Discrimination and social exclusion

•	 Privatization of public services 

•	 Commodification of housing

The Expert Group recommended 
the following to tackle the drivers 
of homelessness:

•	 Devising or strengthening 
policy and regulatory 
frameworks to stifle 
the structural causes 
of homelessness at all 
levels (global, national and 
subnational) and across 
various sectors 

•	 Promoting and implementing 
pro-poor and pro-employment 
macroeconomic policies

•	 Eliminating the practice of 
forced eviction

•	 Devising policies and 
normative frameworks on 
private sector actors

Vulnerable populations

Specific groups that are particularly 
vulnerable to falling into homelessness 
include: children, adolescents, youth, 
older persons, women, persons with 
disabilities, those displaced by climate 
change and natural disasters and by 
violent conflict.  

The Expert Group discussed how 
homelessness affects these groups 
by analysing the confluence of 
social, economic, political, cultural, 
educational and psychological 
conditions within different 
countries and regions.  

Affordability of housing
Lack of access to affordable housing 
is one of the major causes of 
homelessness in all countries. While 
determining housing affordability is 
complex, “the right to adequate housing” 
adopted by UN-Habitat considers that 
“affordability as costs associated 
with housing should not threaten 
or compromise the attainment and 
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