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Open-ended Intergovernmental Expert Working Group 
on Adequate Housing for All

Intersessional meeting on definition of homelessness

Land Housing and Shelter Section, UN-Habitat

Date:  17 September 2025

Adequate Housing at the centre of UN-Habitat 
mandate since its establishment.

Housing crisis: 2.8 billion people live in 
inadequate housing, including 1.1 billion people 
who live in slums or informal settlements and 
over 300 million are experiencing homelessness.

Habitat Assembly Resolution 2/7: Establishment 
of OEWG on Adequate Housing for All (OEWG-H) 
and a Knowledge Platform on Housing. 
Resolution 2/2: Accelerating the transformation 
of informal settlements by 2030.

Housing, land and basic services at the core of the 
new UN-Habitat Strategic Plan 2026-2029

Introduction
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Open Ended Intergovernmental 
Working Group on Adequate 
Housing for All (OEWG-H)
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Objective: 

Develop robust, peer-reviewed, and Member State-endorsed set of 
guidelines to accelerate the achievement of safe, sustainable, adequate, 
and affordable housing for all.

Submit recommendations to the third United Nations Habitat Assembly in 
2029. 

Use content developed and provisional recommendations to advance 
adequate housing policies and programmes at national and local level.

• OEWG-H1 (Nairobi, 9–11 December 2024)

• Intersessional thematic virtual meetings
- Housing Finance (24th June)
- Tenure Security (25th June)
- Informal Settlements (26th June)
- Social Housing (27th June)
- Sustainability (16th September)
- Definitions (17th September)
- Monitoring framework (18th September)

• OEWG-H2: Nairobi, 22–23 October 2025

Open Ended Intergovernmental 
Working Group on Adequate 
Housing for All (OEWG-H)
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Goals:

• Present key challenges, trends and lessons learnt 
from existing definitions

• Bring back inputs for the formulation of draft 
recommendations from the EGM held on 21 August 
2025.

• Provide additional inputs to the analysis to identify 
core elements of an harmonised, inclusive and 
culturally-sensitive definition of homelessness

Today’s Intersessional Meeting on 
homelessness definition

• Homelessness is a denial of dignity and violation of human rights. Yet, homelessness is absent from the SDGs.
There is no explicit mention in goals, targets, or indicators.

• UN-Habitat estimates that more than 300 million people worldwide are experiencing homelessness, but
global figures remain fragmented and incomparable.

• Homelessness cannot be defined only as the lack of physical shelter. It is important to stress that it also
entails loss of security, stability, social connection and belonging. These are central elements that need to be
included in any definition.

• Without a shared definition:
• No common language for policy.
• No consistent data for monitoring.
• No accountability in global agendas.

Homelessness: Framing the discussion
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Homelessness within the international agenda
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May 2019

EGM on Adequate Housing 
and Social Protection 
Systems for All to address 
homelessness

Feb. 2020

58th Commission for Social 
Development

June 2020

ECOSOC adopts 
E/RES/220/7

Dec. 2021

GA adopts A/RES/76/133

Sept. 2023

Presentation of the first SG 
Report on Inclusive policies 
and programmes to address 
homelessness to UNGA 78

Dec. 2023

GA adopts A/RES/78/172

Sep. 2025 – Dec. 2025

Presentation of the second 
SG Report on global 
homelessness and adoption 
of follow up resolution at 
UNGA 80

2026

MS, through the Open-
Ended Intergovernmental 
Working Group on Adequate 
Housing, discuss and 
consider an inclusive 
homelessness definition

• A rights-based definition must:
• Focus on those in most vulnerable situations.
• Recognise that people experiencing homelessness can define their needs and contribute to solutions.

• Many are consistently undercounted because they are less visible in public spaces or are not eligible for
services:

• Women and children relying on informal networks.
• LGBTQ+, Indigenous Peoples, migrants avoiding services due to stigma.
• Couch-surfing and other forms of precariousness.

• Cultural sensitivity matters:
• Respect customary, nomadic, Indigenous living patterns.
• Avoid automatically equating all informal settlement residents or inadequate housing with experiencing

homelessness, while recognising people in unsafe, overcrowded, or precarious conditions.

Homelessness definition: Why inclusive and culturally sensitive
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• The conceptual (policy) aspect expresses the shared understanding that experiencing homelessness is a human 
rights issue and a systemic failure, not the result of individual behaviours.

• It sets the vision and guides policy priorities.

• It helps ensure that people experiencing homelessness are recognised as rights-holders and actors in 
shaping solutions.

• The operational aspect turns this vision into something we can observe and measure.

• It identifies different situations people may be experiencing.

• It provides a way to monitor trends and compare across contexts.

• Both elements are essential for a comprehensive and useful:

• Without the conceptual aspect, we risk losing the rights-based framing.

• Without the operational aspect, we cannot track progress or hold systems accountable.

Homelessness definition: conceptual – operational aspects
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Homelessness definition: what already exist at regional/global level
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Homelessness 
definition: what 
already exist at 
regional/global 
level
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• EGM 2019 (UN-Habitat/UNDESA):

• Proposed definition: “Homelessness is a condition where a person or household lacks habitable space with 
security of tenure, rights, and ability to enjoy social relations, including safety. It is a manifestation of 
extreme poverty and a failure of multiple systems and human rights.”

• Identified four broad groups of people experiencing homelessness:
• People living on the streets or other open spaces
• People living In temporary or crisis accommodation
• People living in severely inadequate or insecure accommodation
• People without any alternative access to housing

Homelessness definition: what already exist at regional/global level
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Key issues emerging from the EGM: Existing definitions, strengths and 
limitations
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• Wide diversity across countries and regions.
• Some convergence around ETHOS Light and IGH frameworks, but these need to be rooted in specific 

regional contexts.
• Broader, rights-based framings (security, belonging, social connection) are gaining ground.

• Definition and counting method don’t always match. Even where inclusive definitions exist, data collection 
often focuses only on visible homelessness.

• Limitations:
• Narrow definitions exclude hidden homelessness, women, youth, migrants, Indigenous Peoples
• Overly broad definitions risk conflating homelessness with inadequate housing
• Term “homelessness” is often charged with stigma

Recognition that no single rigid definition will fit all contexts. Move towards a framework definition 
that allows local adaptation but enables comparability and visibility of all groups. 

Key issues emerging from the EGM: Essential elements of a definition
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• Consensus emerging that homelessness is more than lack of shelter and understanding should include 
security, permanence, ability to sustain social relations. Legal, social, and physical dimensions.

• Must reflect visible and hidden homelessness, sheltered and unsheltered forms, across life stages and 
cultural contexts.

• Needs to be culturally sensitive (e.g. Indigenous definitions, Global South perspectives).

• Important to recognise difference between policy framing and statistical use.

Convergence on the development of a tiered definition (core universal categories + local adaptation) 
to support both global advocacy and national policy action.
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Key issues emerging from the EGM: Measurements and monitoring
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• Homelessness as a dynamic experience
• Over-all numbers are important, but so is publishing disaggregated data on the groups affected.

• Promising approaches: 
• Household surveys covering past experiences
• Health and institutional screenings. As well as healthcare interruption.
• Prevention-focused data (tracking drivers and risk factors) involving mainstream institutions such as 

schools, child protection agencies, primary healthcare providers and courts.
• Community mapping and participatory surveys
• Technological innovation (for example proxy indicators based on phone SIM use)

Principles for way forward: 
• Combine approaches
• Invest in participatory, rights-based and disaggregated data infrastructure and training to 

improve quality, frequency and inclusivity
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 Inputs from intersessional meetings will be compiled into a final draft analysis and set of draft 
proposed recommendations.

 Documents will be made available in preparation for the third Session of the Open-Ended Working 
Group taking place in 2026

 At the OEWG-H3, member states, accredited organisations and nominated experts will have another 
opportunity to comment, review, and endorse recommendations, which will then constitute part of 
the recommendations presented to the Habitat Assembly 3 in 2029

Way forward
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 Kindly submit any additional written input to h4all@un.org by the 30th
September

Next sessions of intersessional thematic online meetings
- Definitions of Informal Settlements: 17th September 2025 
- Monitoring framework: 18th September 2025

 Second session of the Open-Ended Intergovernmental Working Group on 
Adequate Housing for All (OEWG-H2), Nairobi from 22 to 23 October 2025

Register to attend on GEMS (UN-Habitat GEMS | UN-Habitat GEMS) 

Way forward

www.unhabitat.org

THANK YOU! 
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