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A lot of media stories, even if they mean well, don’t 
show the heartache, the loneliness, despair and other 
personal issues that people are going through, you just 
see a faceless figure huddled in a sleeping bag. 

Most people who are homeless are sofa surfing in 
friends’ homes, or live in temporary accommodation. 
When I advocated for people experiencing homelessness 
on a daily basis they weren’t the people in the photos we 
see in the media. These people live in hope.

Martin  

Volunteer with Homeless Network Scotland,  
and formerly homeless.



Homelessness is the lack of affordable, stable and 
secure accommodation; the lack of a home.

While rough sleeping is the most visible and acute form of homelessness, 
there are many people who experience more hidden forms of homelessness. 
These include sofa surfing, living in temporary accommodation or people who 
are at immediate risk of homelessness.

Why language and images matter

The words and images we use matter. They can lead to stigma and negative 
perceptions which reinforce the view that homelessness is rooted in personal 
choice. They have a profound impact on the day to day experiences and 
interactions of people who are homeless. 

We know from work carried out in Scotland with people who have lived 
experience of homelessness that the language and terminology so often used 
is disliked and contributes to their exclusion.

Local authorities, the third sector, the Scottish Government and people with 
lived experiences would like the view of homelessness to shift to a more 
modern and evidence based direction.

What causes homelessness

• Poverty: inadequate and overly complicated social welfare 
programmes

• Lack of adequate services to stop homelessness happening in 
the first place

• Rising housing costs and loss of quality, long-term affordable 
housing options

• Poor health

• Relationship breakdown

• Domestic abuse, trauma and adverse childhood experiences



Solutions to homelessness

• Prevent it from happening to people in the first place. If it does, act 
quickly to prevent the situation worsening and leading to a cycle of 
repeat homelessness.

• Respond quickly and effectively whenever it happens. It is crucial to 
safeguard people and to prevent a worsening of the issues which caused 
the homelessness in the first place.

• Ensure people have access to and can maintain safe, affordable 
accommodation and welfare support that meet the cost of rent.

• Centre the solution on the individual across public services. Societal 
and policy factors drive homelessness, but there is no single path into 
homelessness, or out of it. Resolving a person’s housing needs requires a 
personalised, tailored response.

• A settled home for all to help people live their life with good health, 
wellbeing and a sense of community.

• Ensure planning and resources are joined up around a person-centred 
approach. Keep the needs of the people at the forefront and talk more 
with each other about how to make this a reality in the services we 
provide.

Homelessness has got a bad name – stigma, it’s shameful – 
you don’t put yourself forward for help.

Anonymous



Changing our images

Images depicting particular forms of homelessness - most commonly 
rough sleeping - serve to reinforce unhelpful stereotypes. This furthers 
the misunderstanding of the causes of homelessness and the experience 
of people who face other forms of homelessness such as sofa surfing, 
substandard accommodation or temporary accommodation.



Changing our language

Acknowledging the wider societal pressures such as insufficient benefits and 
poverty and avoiding stereotypes can really help reshape the public’s view.
       

I get really frustrated when I read stories in the media. The 
language used is very negative and makes out like it is the 
person’s fault, even when the story means well. I felt a lot 
of shame when I experienced homelessness due to the 
stigma I felt from wider society. It’s always there and some 
of that comes from the way homelessness is reported.

The media has an important role showing the link to 
homelessness can often be found in mental health, 
disability, criminal justice and poverty. Homelessness is not 
a stand-alone issue, it’s all tied together. 

Think about society’s attitude to mental health, or suicide 
in young men? Over the past few years it’s been much 
more positive and sympathetic, saying it’s okay to ask for 
help. I’ve not seen enough connection of these issues to 
homelessness.

David 
Change Lead with Homeless Network Scotland, 
and formerly homeless



Replace Embrace

The homeless/
homeless people

• People experiencing/at risk of experiencing 
homelessness

Homeless people  
deserve

• None of us should have to live in damaged 
accommodation

• No-one should be forced to live like this

• Everyone should have access to a safe and 
stable home

Impossible choices
Individual choices

• The build up of pressure

• Poverty locks people in a struggle to keep a roof 
over their head and pay for the basics like food 
and bills

Welfare safety net • Benefits allow people to succeed

• Benefits can be key to unlocking potential

Straight statistics and  
naked numbers

• Stories and examples of its impacts

• Shared context and solutions to frame facts and 
statistics

The idea of it being 
about charity

•  Overcoming societal problems

Homelessness crisis •  Everyone has a right to live with dignity and 
respect so we must do better as a society

Homelessness costing  
society money

• What affects one of us affects all of us.

• Making sure everyone has a safe home

• Makes for a more productive society

We are all only 3 pay 
cheques away from 
homelessness

• Show people’s lives in context -  
connecting them with how society functions



This guide has been produced in conjunction with

For more information on why language matters as well as case studies and 
images etc, please visit homelessactionscotland.org.uk/public-perceptions


