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Homelessness has serious consequences for the health of people experiencing homelessness, and presents
a challenge to the provision of quality care by health services. Policymaking to address homelessness,
as with other social determinants of health (SDH), is complicated by issues of complex causation, inter-
sectoral working and the dominance of biomedicine within health policy. This paper investigates how
policies addressing homelessness have been explored using formal policy process theories (PPT). It also
examines how health (as an actor and an idea) has intersected with the issue of homelessness reaching
policy agendas and in policy implementation. A systematised search of academic databases for peer-
reviewed literature from 1986 to 2018 identified six studies of homelessness policy change from Australia,
Canada, France and the United States. PPT were able to articulate the interplay of actors, ideas and struc-
tures in homelessness policymaking. When the health sector was involved, it tended to be in terms of
healthcare service utilisation rather than a broader public health framework emphasising structural social
determinants of homelessness. Tensions between differing the priorities of local homelessness actors and
a biomedical evidence-based policy paradigm were noted. Future policy action on homelessness requires
new models of intersectoral governance that account for the complexity of health determinants, a health
workforce enabled to engage with the SDH, and meaningful inclusion of those with lived and living
experience of homelessness in policy formulation.
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1. Background

Housing has been a focus of public health since its foundation
as a discipline, with people who experience homelessness being
of particular concern due to the existence of serious health and
social inequities [1,2]. Housing quality has a direct effect on health
[3,4], and the effects of homelessness on health are particularly
serious. Mortality rates of people who are experiencing homeless-
ness in high-income countries are typically two to five times those
of the general population, and result from a range of causes includ-
ing infection, cardiovascular disease, substance use disorders and
injury [5]. A well established body of evidence shows the impor-
tance of social determinants of health (SDH) such as housing [4,6],
education [7,8], employment [9,10], and social position [11-13] to
health outcomes, and and there is a global consensus around the
urgency of action [14]. Despite this, the issue of improving health
by addressing the SDH continues to have difficulty in reaching pol-
icy agendas [15,16]. Policymaking for the SDH is associated with
issues such as the complexity of causation linking the SDH to health
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outcomes, problems of inter-sectoral collaboration, and the domi-
nance of other priorities, such as healthcare service provision, in the
health policy arena [15,17,18]. This has led to an increased interest
by public health researchers in political science methods to under-
stand the policy process itself [16,19]. Homelessness, in contrast
to relative policy inaction in the SDH field more broadly, has had
some success in reaching policy agendas over the last 15 years, with
permanent supported housing (PSH) innovations such as Housing
First and Common Ground gaining traction internationally [20,21].
Understanding the policy processes by which this has happened
may hold insight for continuing policy work to address homeless-
ness, as well as providing insights for policy action on other SDH.
Homelessness remains a persistent issue in high income coun-
tries, with approximately 400,000 people in the European Union
and 600,000 in the United States (US) estimated to be experiencing
homelessness on any one night [5]. The concept of “home” is broad,
extending beyond physical shelter to being a place of security
and belonging, central to social and cultural engagement [22]. The
definition of homelessness encompasses a spectrum from literal
“rooflessness”, where individuals are sleeping rough, to housing
precarity, where people are living in inadequate, overcrowded or
temporary accommodation [23]. Policy responses to homelessness
may focus on a part or on all of this spectrum. The theorised causal
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pathways of homelessness tend to emphasise either structural ele-
ments, such as housing supply and the availability of employment
[24,25], or individual agency, expressing causes in terms of individ-
ual pathology such as substance use disorders or mental illness [26].
Accordingly, policy responses may favour addressing upstream
structural determinants (housing supply, employment security),
or focus on behavioural interventions which seek to make indi-
viduals at risk of or experiencing homelessness “housing ready”.
A third more complex approach to homelessness causation has
emerged that encompasses both structural and individual explana-
tions, describing individuals who are predisposed to experiencing
homelessness because of characteristics which make them vulner-
able to structural elements [27-29]. Recent policy responses in the
form of PSH approaches attempt to address both individual level
and structural elements by providing housing as well as “wrap-
around” behavioural interventions [30].

A key question for health actors seeking to address home-
lessness is understanding their role in a policy field consisting
of multiple stakeholders with differing priorities, processes and
values. This is especially important given biomedical individual-
ist framings have been previously noted to skew health policy
responses towards healthcare service provision rather than social
reform, treating the effects rather than the causes of health inequity
[31,32]. Nonetheless, people experiencing homelessness require
significant resources from the health service, and as health actors
become increasingly involved in homelessness service planning, it
is necessary to examine the effect of health sector involvement in
intersectoral policymaking.

The application of policy process theories (PPT) from politi-
cal science can provide useful insights into the “black box” of
policymaking. With growing recognition of the importance of pub-
lic policy to health outcomes, interest in applying PPT to health
policy has increased, with examples in the areas of health pro-
motion [33], land planning legislation [34], food policy [35], and
obesity prevention [36]. Rationalist models of policymaking (such
as the policy cycle) describe the use of evidence in a linear way,
with policy problems identified, evidence sought, the best solution
identified and then implemented and evaluated [37]. Such linear
models are criticised for failing to take into account the complex
ways in which different actors, institutions, ideologies and polit-
ical constraints influence and shape the decision-making process
[38]. More sophisticated theories attempt to include this complex-
ity in their descriptions of the policy process. Sabatier and Weible
give an overview of current theories used to understand the pol-
icy process [39], with an understanding of a theory as “a range of
approaches that specify the scope of inquiry, lay out assumptions,
provide a shared vocabulary among members of a research team,
and clearly define and relate concepts in the form of principles and
testable hypotheses and propositions” (pg. 3). In addition to meet-
ing this definition for being a theory, the PPT included by Sabatier
and Weible are also required to aim at explaining a sizeable part
of the policy process, as well as requiring recent theoretical devel-
opment and empirical application. A brief overview of the theories
fulfilling these criteria for Sabatier and Weible are given in Table 1.
This study sought to examine the extent of PPT use in homelessness
policy study, and in particular the issue of intersectoral working for
health actors.

2. Methods

Scholarly literature was searched using a systematised method,
adapting previous reviews investigating the application of PPT
in public health policy [33,35,36]. Peer reviewed articles were
searched for in PubMed, Scopus, CINAHL, SocAbs and PsychINFO
databases using the keywords “homeless” or “homelessness” and

“policy”. Broad search terms were used, given the heterogene-
ity of disciplines which investigate the topic of homelessness. No
specific definition of homelessness was used, rather any policy pur-
porting to address homelessness was included given the lack of
a standard international classification. Articles published between
January 1986 and November 2018 were included. The start year
was chosen as the year of the Ottawa Charter [40] given its empha-
sis on building health public policy. Articles were included if they
reported at the supra-national (e.g. European Union), national, state
or local government level on issues related to homelessness and
the policy change process. Opinion pieces, commentaries, letters
and books reviews were excluded, as were organisational policies
related to a specific setting (e.g. hospital or clinic-based services) or
clinical issue (e.g. tuberculosis or HIV). Only high-income countries,
as defined by the World Bank in November 2016, were included
[41]. Articles were initially screened by their title and abstract.
Those remaining had their full-text examined to identify scholarly
articles on homelessness policy change. These articles were then
further screened to identify whether a PPT as defined by Sabatier
and Weible [39] had been applied (Table 1). An initial search was
conducted in November 2016 and a supplemental search using
identical search terms was performed in November 2018. The
first author (BC) undertook a narrative synthesis of the studies
abstracted, and analysed the articles to answer two key questions
of relevance to health actors seeking to understand homelessness
policy change:

1 What issues were identified as being pertinent to homelessness
reaching policy agenda?

2 What issues were identified relating to the role of health when
working intersectorally to address homelessness?

3. Findings
3.1. Use of PPT

The initial search identified 2538 unique records and the supple-
mental search a further 1742 articles. After screening (Fig. 1), a total
of six articles using a formal PPT to examine homelessness policy
were identified (Table 2). The year of publication ranged from 1989
to 2018, with two studies based in the United States (US) [42,43],
two in Canada [44,45], one in Australia [46] and one in France [47].
Two articles reported use of an adapted PPT [45,47]. Despite a large
proportion of the broader literature on homelessness originating in
the United Kingdom and Nordic countries, there were no examples
of the application of PPT found for these jurisdictions.

3.2. Narrative synthesis

For the narrative synthesis, the key elements of each study were
described in terms of the actors involved, policy framings that were
used and precipitating events. They are presented here grouped by
jurisdiction.

3.2.1. United States

Arnold [42] presents an early example of the application of a PPT
to the issue of homelessness, focussing on the passing of federal
homelessness legislation during the Reagan Administration of the
1980s. MSA is used to highlight the role of “policy entrepreneurs”
- politicians who expend time and effort on bringing homeless-
ness to the federal legislative agenda because of a commitment
to social justice. These policy entrepreneurs were successful at
passing legislation to establish federal funding for homelessness
programs, namely the Emergency Food and Shelter National Board
Program, 1983, and the Housing Act of 1986. This was despite a
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Table 1
Theoretical Approaches to Policy Process Research [39].

Theory & theorist(s)

Features

Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF)
Sabatier

Multiple Streams Approach (MSA)
Kingdon

Describes policy-making as arising from policy subsystems where coalitions of actors
with shared beliefs engage in strategies to affect decisions by government authorities.
Describes policy-making occurring during policy windows, when problem, political
and policy streams intersect, due to the action of policy entrepreneurs and/or

focussing events.

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory (PET)
Baumgartner & Jones

Institutional Analysis & Development
Framework

Ostrom

Narrative Policy Framework

McBeth, Jones & Shanahan

Describes policy-making as long periods of stasis with static policy communities, with
punctuations of rapid change where new actors may join the policy community.
Describes policy-making as the management of common pooled resources through
the establishment of institutional arrangements (rules) to solve collective action
problems and provide shared benefits.

Describes policy-making as competing narrative strategies undertaken by actors. The
four main narrative elements (setting, characters, plot and moral) play a central role in

how individuals process information, communicate and reason.

Policy Feedback Theory

Pierson

Social Construction & Policy Design
Schneider, Ingram & de Leon

Describes policy-making as being shaped by existing policies affecting the meaning of
citizenship, forms of governance, the power of groups and the political agenda.
Describes policy-making dependent on the social construction and power of socially
constructed target groups, with benefits accruing to advantaged groups, and

punishments to deviant groups.

Initial Search (Nov 2016)

Articles identified through

database searching
(n=3659)

Duplicates
removed (n=1121)

(n=2538)
Titles and abstracts screened

Records excluded
(n=2344)

A 4

Full-text articles assessed for
eligibility (n=194)

\| Full-textarticles
excluded (n=189)

Supplemental Search (Nov 2018)

Articles identified through
database searching
(n=1742)

Duplicates
removed (n=343)

Y

(n=1399)
Titles and abstracts screened

) Articles excluded
(n=1357)

Full-text articles assessed for

3 Full-text articles
eligibility (n=42)

excluded (n=41)

\4
Full-text articles meeting
eligibility criteria (n=5)

Y
Full-text articles meeting
eligibility criteria (n=1)

Articles included inreview (n=6)

Fig. 1. Literature search.

lack of support from the Reagan Administration and an indiffer-
ent federal bureaucracy who “did not want to pursue something as
grand-scale” (pg. 56) as the legislation the policy entrepreneurs
proposed [42]. Arnold presents the social justice motivations of
these entrepreneurs as being unaccounted for by prior political
science theories, which characterises policy processes as a market
exchange between interest groups and self-interested legislators.
The health sector played little role in the policy process, as the
National Mental Health Association, though supportive, paid little
attention to it because of interests in other legislation [42].

Both ACF and PET are used by Beard [43] to examine the his-
tory of federal policy responses to homelessness in the US. Two
“punctuations”, or periods of policy departure, are identified: the
economic programs of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal
of the 1930s; and the Reagan Administration of the 1980s. The New
Deal is mapped against the background of the destabilising force of
the Great Depression. New Deal policy responses to homelessness

attempt to address macro-structural determinants such as limited
job opportunities and lack of appropriate housing, in the form of
investment by government in public housing. Health is not seen
to play a role in this punctuation, and federal homelessness pol-
icy remained focussed on macro-structural factors until the 1980s.
The welfare retrenchment of the Reagan Administration marks a
new punctuation, where advocacy coalitions at the state level act
to change policy imagery. State and city authorities with differing
responsibilities employ individual or structural level explanations
to shift the responsibility (and the attendant cost) of addressing the
issue from one to the other. In New York, for example, city author-
ities attempt to frame increasing homelessness as resulting from
state policies regarding psychiatric deinstitutionalisation. State
authorities, conversely, frame homelessness as an individual-level
welfare issue, rather than a state-level structural one, emphasising
local city-level responses. This reframing of the issue of home-
lessness from a structural to individual level is mirrored when
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Table 2

Summary of articles identified.
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Author, year Study Setting Policy Level Theories Features Role of Health
Used

Arnold, 1989 [42] United States National MSA Policy entrepreneurs within Senate brought Minimal role.

homelessness to agenda due to commitment to social

justice.
Beard, 2013 [43] United States National ACF Federal policy responses to homelessness mapped as Minimal role.

PET long period of stasis with New Deal and Reagan

punctuations. Advocacy coalitions work for small,

incremental changes between punctuations.
Parsell, Fitzpatrick, & Australia National ACF Work by policy coalitions led to the implementation of Minimal role.
Busch-Geertsema, congregate permanent supported housing model
2014 [46] (Common Ground), rather than the more

evidence-based scatter-site Pathways Housing First

models.
Macnaughton, Nelson, Canada National MSA Policy entrepreneurs identified, and MSA used to Led by national mental health
& Goering, 2013 portray the success of At home/Chez Soi as more sector.

complex than linear models of evidence translation.

Vancouver Olympics identified as focusing event.
Fleury et al, 2014 Montreal, Municipal ACF Uses adapted ACF to focus on the role of coalitions in Conflict between mental health

Canada the implementation of At Home/Chez Soi in Montreal. sector and homelessness
sector.
Rhenter et al, 2018 Marseilles, Municipal/ ACF Uses adapted ACF to define coalitions involved in the Success by local public
France National setting up and then upscaling of a permanent health/activist coalition at

supported housing program.

upscaling program. Some
resistance to participating in
RCT from local actors.

homelessness reaches the federal agenda. Ostensibly worthy ini-
tiatives arising from this punctuation, (such as the Emergency
Food and Shelter National Board Program, the Housing Act (1986)
and the Homeless McKinney Act (1987)), take up this individual-
ist framing of the causes of homeless and emphasizes local-level
responses rather than addressing structural determinants. Changes
to homeless policy since have been marginal according to Beard
[43], though she notes the economic recession of 2008 and efforts
(such as Housing First programs) to include structural elements may
have signalled the beginning of another punctuation.

3.2.2. Canada

Recent homelessness policy developments in Canada are exam-
ined by Macnaughton, Nelson and Goering [44] and Fleury et al
[45]. Both studies focus on the At Home/Chez Soi project,a CAN$110
million randomised control trial (RCT) involving five cities across
Canada, based on Housing First principles of rapid rehousing of
homeless people with the provision of intensive wrap-around
healthcare and social support services. Macnaughton et al [44] use
the concepts of policy windows and policy entrepreneurs from
Kingdon’s MSA in examining the success of the issue of home-
lessness in reaching policy agendas. The Winter Olympics of 2010
precipitate a policy window for the issue of homelessness (the
problem stream) in Vancouver. Former senator Michael Kirby, chair
of the Mental Health Commission of Canada (MHCC), is described
as a policy entrepreneur who capitalises on this window of pol-
icy attention. He joins together the policy, political and problem
streams to successfully expand the focus from the city of Vancou-
ver to four other cities across Canada with the funding of the At
Home/Chez Soi program. The framing of homelessness in terms of
mental illness is described as key to achieving consensus for action,
driven by the MHCC.

The effect that this central role of health in At Home/Chez Soi
has on its implementation is explored by Fleury et al [45] using
Sabatier’s ACF. This is, the authors acknowledge, a novel application
of ACF, which is conventionally used over timelines of a decade or
greater and seeks to examine policy formulation rather than imple-
mentation. Nonetheless, they find that ACF is useful to describe the
advocacy coalitions in Montreal which arose after the funding of
At Home/Chez Soi. While the program was instigated by the mental

health sector, implementation of the program is influenced by two
main coalitions: a public mental healthcare coalition, and a home-
lessness and housing sector coalition. The healthcare coalition has
deep core beliefs around individual freedom and the value of clin-
ical science, and favour a top-down, standardised implementation
of the Housing First model as the basis for evidence based data.
The homelessness coalition bases its deep core beliefs on a social
obligation to defend the rights of the poor, and has a policy core
that emphasises access to subsidised housing. This coalition priori-
tises the consolidation of existing local resources with the program
over program fidelity. This clash of coalitions is ultimately resolved
by a third locally based coalition of mediators, actors who cross
social service and health sectors assuage the homelessness coali-
tions concerns sufficiently to achieve sufficient collaboration for
implementation.

3.2.3. France

An adapted version of ACF is also applied by Rhenter et al [47] to
the setting up of another large scale permanent supported housing
randomised trial (Chez-Soi d’abord) in France. This is precipitated
by the illegal occupation of a building in Marseilles in 2006 by
activists to provide accommodation for people with mental illness
experiencing homelessness. These activists share a core belief on
the political nature of housing as a human right. The legalisation
of the squat by municipal authorities brings a coalition of local
public health officials with a background in HIV and harm reduc-
tion to the project, who share certain core beliefs with the activists
(experimentation, social activism, user participation). These pub-
lic health officials also span the boundary between local activists
and the health ministry by translating the original participatory
activist project into a research evaluation project with standard-
ised health service usage outcomes, rendering it a policy concern
of national bureaucracy and a legitimate recipient of state health
funding. The research framing is also credited with giving credi-
bility to an inter-departmental group overseeing the trial, thereby
overcoming attempts by Health and Social Security ministries to
shift responsibility for implementation from one to the other. Some
members of the original activist coalition of the Marseilles project
resisted the evaluation framing, due to the loss of the user partici-
pation and the privileging of establishing economic viability as the
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driver of funding over the principle of housing as a human right. The
study describes adapting the ACF to consider the dynamic between
the “bottom-up” action of community groups and “top-down” pol-
icy experts, regarding the relatively stable policy subsystems of the
theory as unsuitable for describing the possibility of the paradig-
matic shift necessary to understand social movements.

3.2.4. Australia

Parsell, Fitzpatrick and Busch-Geertsema [46] examine home-
lessness policy transfer from the US to Australia since the beginning
of this century. Sabatier’s ACF is used to account for the success of
a congregate housing model (Common Ground) over other “scatter
site” models where people are housed in individual apartments,
such as Housing First. This is despite a weaker evidence base for the
former. Key to the success of Common Ground as the model of choice
is its uptake by a national alliance of homelessness advocates, and
their effectiveness at engaging with business and philanthropy. The
alliance is described as sharing a deep core belief regarding the
unsatisfactory nature of the status quo of homelessness policy, and
the need for a new policy response. The deliberate coming together
of advocates with a shared deep core belief and their coordina-
tion of activities directed to the implementation of Common Ground
programs are characteristic of Sabatier’s advocacy coalitions. Key
to its success is the privileging by decision-makers of the experi-
ential, practice-based evidence of Common Ground advocates over
the more traditional scientific evaluations that underpin scatter site
approaches. Policy action in this Australian study is precipitated by
homelessness actors rather than the health sector, in contrast to
the Canadian and French examples above.

3.3. Homelessness & agenda setting

The articles in the review identify a number of precipitants for
homelessness reaching policy agendas: focussing events such as the
Olympic Games [44], the normative values of policy entrepreneurs
acting out of concern for social justice [42] and the concerted action
of stakeholders as advocacy coalitions [46]. Traditional research
evidence was not necessary to prompt a policy response [42] and
even when available was not necessarily privileged over other
forms of evidence [46].

3.4. Homelessness & health

Health intersects with homelessness in these articles as both
an actor (the Canadian MHCC, the French Ministry of Health, the
American National Mental Health Association) and as an idea or
policy framing, expressing homelessness in terms of health effects
and/or health service utilisation. In Canada, the implementation
of At Home/Chez Soi saw tensions arise between health and other
actors, with the mental healthcare system emphasising individual
clinical outcomes and program fidelity over local homelessness sec-
tor priorities [45]. Ultimately the function of the At Home/Chez Soi
as a trial to produce evidence won out. Tensions between the two
sectors were sucessfully mediated by actors with high legitimacy
in both health and housing. This dynamic is repeated in the coali-
tions described in Marseilles, where a research framework based
on health service utilisation is used to garner funding from central
government, with the resulting use of randomised control groups
encountering resistance from local homelessness actors on ethi-
cal grounds. Homelessness was initially expressed as public health
problem in Marseilles, in contrast to a narrower definition as a
mental health issue in the examples in Canada and New York. The
attempt by New York City to frame homelessness as a health issue
resulting from psychiatric deinstitutionalisation is notable in that a
health framing is used by non-health actors rather than the health
sector itself.

4. Discussion
4.1. The use of PPT

This review of the use of political science in homelessness policy
found a small number of articles addressing homelessness policy
using one of three PPT (MSA, PET, ACF) indicating that political
science is underutilised in this field. This limited use of policy
theory in this setting reflects the findings of previous reviews of
health promotion and nutrition policy [33,35,36], as well as in the
SDH more broadly [16]. No single PPT was preferred, supporting
the position that PPT are complementary in their ability to high-
light particular policy dynamics [48]. The PPT were able to reflect
the complexity of homelessness policymaking by accounting for
the agency of homelessness policy actors (e.g. legislators, local
coalitions, bureaucracies) and differing institutional contexts (e.g.
legislative structures, prevailing ideologies) in which policy is pro-
duced [37,48]. By articulating policy change as more than a linear
translation of evidence into policy, the use of PPT allows other
points of consideration for practitioners and researchers seeking
to address the issue of homelessness.

The adaptations in the examples by Fleury et al [45] and Rhen-
ter et al [47] may represent an evolution in the application of PPT
in empirical research, rather than the misuse of policy theory [16].
Embrett and Randall [16] posit that the normative dimension of
the SDH (in particular, distributive justice) and the complexity of
the SDH make it unappealing to health policy analysts operating
in a narrow evidence-based policy paradigm. The adaptation of
PPT may thus represent an attempt to better address this nor-
mative dimension in the context of the structural disadvantages
facing people experiencing homelessness. For instance, the power
imbalances between groups with health professional representa-
tion compared to those with more local community involvement
were presented here using the ACF in the Canadian and French
examples, where more dominant biomedical priorities won out
[45,47]. While the ACF can elicit the existence of coalitions and their
differential access to resources, it does not refer to the potential
injustice of such differential access for groups. Addressing this nor-
mative aspect of policymaking is a key issue into achieving health
equity [17], and presents an important focus for health policy anal-
ysis in future research.

4.2. Health & homelessness

The individualised framing of homelessness as a medical issue
(and therefore an issue of health service utilisation) is presented
as a purposive strategy by actors to push the issue of homeless-
ness on to policy agenda. Evans et al [50] note the At home/Chez-Soi
program in Canada rendered homelessness visible as an issue in
financial terms in a neoliberal policy environment by articulating
it as a problem of health service over-utilisation. In France, propo-
nents of Chez-Soi d’Abord focussed on potential economic viability,
rather than a human right to housing or the use of knowledge based
on lived experience, to gain funding [47]. Reflecting this, the RCT of
Chez-Soi d’Abord uses health service utilisation as its primary out-
come measure, rather than symptom reduction, quality of life or
other more person-centred outcomes [51]. In these examples, the
problem of homelessness has reached the policy agenda with the
orientation of housing as a support for the healthcare system rather
than as a sector requiring support from the healthcare system. The
framing of homelessness as a health service utilisation issue allows
policy responses to bypass more structural social or economic pol-
icy reform. This is consistent with trends towards managerialist
approaches that convert social issues into problems requiring tech-
nical solutions, thereby avoiding more effective structural reform
[52,53].
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The recent roll-out of PSH programs to address homelessness
have been criticised by some for emphasising individual medical
treatment to make “housing-ready” citizens, rather than address-
ing the distribution of housing as a structural determinant of health
[54,55]. This echos Labonté’s concern that social inclusion efforts
may focus on adapting people to the needs of the market rather than
regulating the market to the needs of the people [56]. This under-
lines the need to work with broader health promotion frameworks
rather than the more narrow disease orientated focus of biomedical
approaches to improve the health of people experiencing home-
lessness [57].

The time period described in US homelessness policy by this
review shows the shift from the attempts of the New Deal to address
structural causes of homelessness to the more individual fram-
ings taken up in the Reagan period [43]. This mirrors the shift in
homelessness research in the US during the 1980s described by
Jones [49], from a focus on the structural determinants of home-
lessness to describing rates of substance use and mental illness .
This reinforced the framing of homelessness as an issue of individ-
ual pathology and highlights the role of evidence-based policy as
a method of reinforcing dominant ideologies [20]. There is a need
for future research on improving the lives of people experiencing
homelessness to counter this shift by including consideration of
broader social determinants.

This review highlighted the potential of health framings in rais-
ing social issues to policy agendas, reinforcing the need for health
actors to advocate on the social determinants of health [58]. There
is, however, also a need to be mindful of how medicalising dis-
courses can reinforce social exclusion by supporting individualist
framings which then draw focus from more important structural
determinants. A greater focus on education on the SDH for health
professionals [59], and the provision of equity-oriented healthcare
by health services [60] may enable a health system that is both
attuned to its role in advocating for social change as well as being
aware of the limits of clinical medicine and the importance of non-
health sectors to health outcomes.

Intersectoral working is key to addressing the structural causes
of health inequity, both in housing and in other social determinants
[61]. A stewardship model for health policy, as outlined by Saltman
and Ferroussier-Davis [62], emphasises involvement over control
by the health sector actors when working intersectorally. Initia-
tives which reflect a stewardship approach include such Health
and Wellbeing Boards in the UK, which are led by local government
(rather than health authorities) to better facilitate an intersectoral
approach to the drivers of health inequity [63]. The impact of such
initiatives remains to be seen and ongoing research is required into
systems of governance that best facilitate intersectoral collabora-
tion [64].

4.3. Community involvement in policymaking

The examples in this review illustrate the issues that arise
involving those with lived experience of homelessness in policy
processes, and especially the power imbalances that play out when
the priorities of various groups differ. Involving service users in
policy making not only enables pragmatic service responses that
meet the needs of its target population [65], but also addresses
the normative imperative of social inclusion when working with
marginalised groups [66]. Governance systems oriented to health
equity require mechanisms to meaningfully involve communities
in problem definition and solution development [64]. This may be
embedded within homelessness programs, such as with the Lived
Experience Circles that were part of the Canadian At Home/Chez-soi
program [67] or by supporting homelessness advocacy organi-
sations in the community, such as Groundswell in the United
Kingdom [68] and SAND in Denmark [69]. There are similar efforts

to foster community led policy change on the SDH [70,71], and
emerging consumer and community-led research paradigms sen-
sitive to the interplay between evidence and power are of growing
importance in this space [72].

4.4. Limitations

This review has a number of limitations. Firstly, it should not
be considered a comprehensive overview of homelessness policy
analysis, as applications of policy theory outside those meeting
the criteria of Sabatier and Weible were not included. Addition-
ally, studies which applied PPT but did not explicitly state their use
would not have been identified with our methodology. Only the
peer-reviewed literature was searched for articles which applied
PPT to homelessness, and so there may be examples in the grey lit-
erature that were also not included. The abstraction entailed in the
narrative synthesis is subjective, and so it is possible that a different
team would have synthesised the studies differently.

5. Conclusion

While this review found a small number of applications of PPT
to homelessness, the cases presented provide valuable insights into
the working of homelessness policy and the relationship to health.
Policy theory accounts for the complexity created by multiple
actors, contested causation and competing interests, but may need
development to better include the normative dimensions essential
to action for health equity. Newer PSH approaches to homeless-
ness may be able to integrate both structural and individual risk
factors of homelessness but need to be cognisant of broader mar-
ket forces. Expressing homelessness as a problem of health service
utilisation was seen in this review as an effective strategy to bring
homelessness to the policy agenda, but also risked reinforcing the
processes of social exclusion by privileging neoliberal evidence-
based paradigms over rights-based discourses and the knowledge
of local actors. Future policy action on homelessness requires new
models of intersectoral governance that account for the complexity
of health determinants, a health workforce enabled to engage with
the SDH, and meaningful inclusion of those with lived and living
experience of homelessness in policy formulation.
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