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Summary 
The Northern Ireland Housing Executive (hereafter Housing 

Executive) partnered with ADRC NI to enhance homelessness 

data for the first time through linkage to other administrative and 

health data.  

 

This data linkage study used population-based administrative 

datasets to take a closer look at trends in homelessness in 

Northern Ireland (NI) over a decade. In total, 1 in 13 individuals 

(7.7%, n=147,437) aged 16+ years  and living in NI were named on 

a homelessness application at least once in the decade between 

2012 and 2021. In any calendar year, between 1.6% to 2.1% of the 

NI population are named on an active application.  

 

Higher rates of homelessness were observed for some groups. For 

example, in any calendar year, between 3.4%-4.4% of females 

aged 16 to 24 years in NI experienced homelessness, compared to 

2.2-3.1% of males in the same age group. Individuals in urban 

deprived areas experienced higher annual prevalence of 

homelessness compared to other areas, with rates ranging 

between 3.5-5.3% in any calendar year. 

 

Background 
Homelessness represents a 
significant challenge in NI [1]. 
While official statistics on 
homelessness in NI are 
reported as presentations at 
a household level, this study 
takes a novel approach by 
using population-wide linked 
administrative data to 
explore how many people are 
named on active 
homelessness applications 
each year.  

This study aims to explore:  

i) The yearly prevalence of 
homelessness within the NI 
population in the period 
between 2012 and 2021 

ii) The prevalence of 
homelessness in NI based on 
individuals’ sex, age, 
deprivation quintile, and 
settlement band 

This Data Insight analyses a decade of administrative data from Northern Ireland 
(NI) to explore homelessness trends between 2012 and 2021.  
 
We examined the proportion of the population who are named on applications 
for statutory homelessness assistance, show how this has evolved over time and 
uncover key differences across sex, age groups, level of deprivation, and where 
people live.  
 
The data used in this study were developed as part of a wider Administrative 
Data Research Centre Northern Ireland (ADRC NI) project investigating the 
health of people experiencing homelessness. 

 

https://www.adruk.org/our-work/our-funded-projects/projects/understanding-the-predictors-and-consequences-of-homelessness-in-northern-ireland/
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What we did 
This study linked three, anonymised, administrative datasets:* 

 

 

The National Health Application and Infrastructure Services (NHAIS) dataset which contains 

information on all individuals registered with a General Practitioner (GP) in NI. As healthcare in NI 

is free at the point of care to all ordinarily resident individuals, it provided a population spine for our 

study. The NHAIS dataset also contains information on individuals’ sex, age, deprivation quintiles 

(calculated using the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2017), and settlement bands 

[2,3]. The latter included three categories: i) urban (the two largest cities in NI), ii) intermediate 

(villages to large towns), and iii) rural (open countryside and settlements with a population of less 

than 1,000)[2]. 

 

 

The General Register Office (GRO) death registrations were used to identify when an individual 

was no longer eligible for inclusion in the study cohort. 

 

 

The Housing Executive’s Housing Management System provided information on all homelessness 

presentations in NI. The Housing Executive is the single agency with a statutory duty to investigate 

and respond to homelessness across NI, which enables the calculation of the population-based 

prevalence of presentations for statutory homelessness assistance [4]. Individuals named within a 

homelessness application (either as main applicant or additional household member) which was 

active at any point between 1st January 2012 and 31st December 2021 were included in this study. 

For some analyses, homelessness presenters were grouped into one of two categories: statutory 

homeless (i.e., individuals whose application was accepted and were eligible for statutory support) 

and non-statutory homeless (i.e., individuals who presented as homeless, but whose application was 

not accepted). Individual-level data, as opposed to household-level, allowed the identification of all 

individuals named within applications, and all their unique presentations. Individuals may appear 

multiple times throughout the study period but were included only once within any given year. 

 

Note on terminology: The term "presenter" is used to refer to an individual named on a homelessness 

application, either as main applicant or additional member of a household. Whilst the term "presenter" 

helps us avoid complex jargon, we acknowledge that every presenter is a person - behind every name on an 

application for statutory assistance is a person experiencing homelessness. 

 

We looked at homelessness in two ways:  

(1) A decade in cross-section: To understand where demand for homelessness support was greatest, total 

presentations to the Housing Executive over a ten-year period were broken down by sociodemographic groups 

and reason for homelessness. 

(2) Annual prevalence: To understand which groups experience higher rates of homelessness, and if this has changed 

over time, the percentage of the NI population who were named on a homelessness application was calculated 

on a yearly basis, both overall and by homelessness status (statutory or non-statutory) and by sociodemographic 

groups. Individuals were included in each year’s analysis if they were alive and at least 16 years old on 1st 

January in that year. 

 
* The Health and Social Care Honest Broker Service (HBS) provided access to the linked, de-identified research datasets within a 

Trusted Research Environment. Ethical approval was granted by the Research Ethics Committee reference 22/SC/0065. 
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What we found 
A decade in cross-section  
147,437 individuals (7.7%) in NI aged 16+ years old were named on an application for homelessness at least once 

between 2012 and 2021, for a total of 193,183 presentations. 

 

 

Table 1: Share of total homelessness presentations by sex & age  

Age group Females Males 

16-24 years old 16.2% 12.1% 

25-44 years old 21.8% 19.8% 

45-64 years old 10.4% 11.0% 

≥65 years old 4.9% 3.8% 

NB: unit of measurement is unique presentations by individuals 

 

Table 2: Share of total homelessness presentations by area-level 

deprivation & settlement type 

Settlement type Most deprived 

areas* 

Less deprived areas* 

Urban 22.0% 10.4% 

Intermediate 14.7% 42.2% 

Rural 0.9% 8.7% 

NB: unit of measurement is unique presentations by individuals 

*Deprived = Quintile 1 of NIMDM, less deprived = Quintiles 2-5 of NIMDM 

 

Table 3: Share of total homelessness presentations by established reason 

for homelessness 

Reason  

Accommodation not reasonable 22.4% 

Sharing breakdown or family dispute 16.2% 

Loss of rented accommodation 13.4% 

Marital or relationship breakdown 7.3% 

Neighbourhood harassment 6.2% 

Domestic violence 5.5% 

No accommodation in Northern Ireland 4.9% 

Intimidation 2.6% 

Other 2.5% 

Release from hospital, prison, other institution 1.6% 

Mortgage default 1.5% 

NB: unit of measurement is unique presentations by individuals; missing=15.9% 

Females made up the 

greatest share of total 

homelessness 

presentations, 

particularly in the 

younger age groups 

 

The greatest share of 

presentations was from 

individuals living in less-

deprived intermediate 

settlements 

 

The most common 

reason for individuals 

presenting as homeless 

was “Accommodation 

not reasonable” 

Where was demand for homelessness support highest? 
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Annual Prevalence Trends (2012 to 2021) 

In contrast to the decade in cross-section - which looked at the breakdown of characteristics of all homeless 

presentations over a ten-year period- annual prevalence of homelessness shows the proportion of individuals in the NI 

population overall and within different sub-groups who were named on an application for homelessness support in any 

calendar year.  

 

Overall, the yearly prevalence of individuals presenting as homeless increased until 2018, where it peaked at 2.1% of the 

population of NI being named on an active homelessness application (see Figure 1).  

 

Furthermore, the yearly prevalence of statutory homelessness increased over the study period, whereas the prevalence 

of non-statutory homelessness declined. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Percentage of the population presenting as homeless each year between 2012 and 2021 in NI, overall and by 

homelessness status 

 

 

 

 

Has the prevalence of homelessness within the NI population changed over time? 
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Annual Prevalence by Sex and Age Group 
The yearly prevalence of homelessness was consistently higher among females relative to males, particularly within 

younger demographic cohorts, with a more pronounced difference observed among individuals experiencing statutory 

homelessness (see Figure 2). Among young females in NI aged 16 to 24 years old, between 3.4% and 4.4% were named on 

an active application for homelessness support each year, with notable peaks in 2014 and again in 2018. Among males in 

this age group, between 2.2% and 3.1% were named on an active homelessness application.  

 

 
Figure 2.  Percentage of males and females presenting as homeless each year between 2012 and 2021 in NI, by age group 

 

 

Which groups have the highest proportion of individuals that present as homeless, 
and does this change over time? 
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Annual Prevalence by Settlement Type and Area Level Deprivation 
Although the greatest share of total homelessness presentations across the decade were by individuals living in less 

deprived intermediate settlements (towns and villages across NI), we saw that homelessness prevalence was highest 

among individuals living in the most deprived areas in urban settlements (Belfast/Derry), where between 3.5% and 5.3% 

were named on an active homelessness application in any calendar over the study period (Figure 3). The most deprived 

areas within intermediate settlements also showed a relatively high prevalence of people experiencing homelessness 

(2.9%-3.8%), while the prevalence remained below 2% in all other areas. 

 

 
Figure 3.  Percentage of people presenting as homeless each year between 2012 and 2021 in NI, by area deprivation and 

settlement type 
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Why it matters 
This Data Insight provides an overview of the individual-level, linked administrative data which is being utilised for the 

ADRC NI project Understanding the predictors and consequences of homelessness in Northern Ireland.  

 

By investigating a decade of data (2012-2021), this study provides a detailed picture of individuals - not just households - 

who were named on applications to the Housing Executive, offering new insight into the operational demand placed on 

homelessness services.  

 

Linking administrative data through a Northern Ireland–wide population spine enabled the identification of socio-

demographic inequalities in homelessness experiences and how these evolved over time, providing robust longitudinal 

evidence on homelessness patterns. 

 

What next? 
Homelessness prevention and support for those experiencing homelessness are key policy priorities in NI, as outlined in 

the Homelessness Strategy [4] and Programme for Government [5]. Understanding who applies for homelessness 

support, the factors that may increase the risk of homelessness across the population, and identification of the outcomes 

for those experiencing homelessness are key to developing targeted, proactive interventions for those most in need (i.e., 

“the provision of the right support at the right time” [4]).  

 

This ADRC NI project, in partnership with the Housing Executive, the Health in Homeless Steering Group, and Lived 

Experience Experts Experience, links homelessness data to other administrative datasets. This project aims to identify 

those who are most at risk of homelessness, describe the mental health of homeless presenters, explore the relationship 

between children’s social care and homelessness, and provide insights into mortality outcomes, including maternal and 

childhood mortality, after homeless presentation. This collection of studies aims to provide a unique and comprehensive 

epidemiological understanding of homelessness and inform data-driven strategies for the shaping homelessness services 

in NI. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.adruk.org/our-work/our-funded-projects/projects/understanding-the-predictors-and-consequences-of-homelessness-in-northern-ireland/


Publication type 

9 

References 
1. Analytics Division Department for Communities. Northern Ireland Homelessness Bulletin October 2024 - March 

2025. 2025.  

2. Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency. Review of the Statistical Classification and Delineation of Settlements. 

2015.  

3. Northern Ireland Statistics & Research Agency. Multiple Deprivation in Northern Ireland. 2018. 

4. Housing Executive. Ending Homelessness Together Homelessness Strategy 2022-27. 2022. 

5. Northern Ireland Executive. Our Plan: Doing What Matters Most. Programme for Government 2024-2027. 2025. 

 

Acknowledgements 

The authors would like to acknowledge the help provided by the staff of the Honest Broker Service (HBS) within the 

Business Services Organisation Northern Ireland (BSO). The HBS is funded by the BSO and the Department of Health 

(DoH). The authors alone are responsible for the interpretation of the data and any views or opinions presented are 

solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the BSO. 

 

The authors wish to acknowledge the Health & Homelessness Research Steering Group for advising on the research. The 

Steering Group consisted of representatives from the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (Brian O’Kane, Richard 

Tanswell, Catherine Carey, Stephen Buggy), Department for Communities (David Polley, Gillian McMaster), Department 

of Health (Scott Taylor, Edel Walsh), Public Health Agency (Kevin Bailey, Tracey Colgan), Homeless Connect (Nicola 

McCrudden), and Simon Community NI (Karen McAlister). Additionally, the authors would also like to acknowledge 

Homeless Connect and individuals with lived experience of homelessness who were involved in the research project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About ADR Northern Ireland 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-homelessness-bulletin-october-2024-march-2025
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/review-statistical-classification-and-delineation-settlements
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2018/0118.pdf
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/getattachment/73313718-aa0e-4aae-b122-6573dcab88c7/Ending-Homelessness-Together-Homelessness-Strategy-2022-27.pdf
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/articles/programme-government-2024-2027-our-plan-doing-what-matters-most


Publication type 

10 

Administrative Data Research Northern Ireland (ADR NI) is a partnership between the Administrative Data Research 

Centre Northern Ireland (ADRC NI) and the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA). ADRC NI is a 

team of research specialists at Queen's University Belfast and Ulster University who bring extensive knowledge and 

experience in developing innovative research for public benefit, analysing complex data sets and independent public 

engagement. NISRA are experts in statistics and research with a proven track record in curating, linking, and managing 

large-scale data sets. The ADR NI partnership is supported by the Health and Social Care Research and Development 

(HSC R&D) Unit.  

 

This work was supported by ADR UK (Administrative Data Research UK). ADR UK is a partnership transforming the way 

researchers access the UK’s wealth of public sector data, to enable better informed policy decisions that improve 

people’s lives. ADR UK is an Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) investment (part of UK Research and 

Innovation). [Grant number: ESW010240/1]. 

About ADR UK 
Administrative Data Research UK (ADR UK) is a partnership transforming the way researchers access the UK’s wealth of 

public sector data, to enable better informed policy decisions that improve people’s lives. By linking together data held 

by different parts of government and facilitating safe and secure access for accredited researchers to these newly joined-
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