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Summary 
This study examines the various measures taken by cantons and communes to tackle and prevent 
homelessness. The European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS) defines 'roof-
lessness' – the main category of homelessness – as the condition of having to live on the streets or 
stay in an overnight shelter. The present study goes beyond the issue of rough sleeping to include 
people at risk of losing their home. As such, it also addresses some of the potential precursors of 
homelessness: precarious, unstable and inadequate housing. 

The study was organised in stages. The first step was to analyse the legal basis for government action 
and conduct guided interviews with representatives from 22 of the 26 cantons. Questions were asked 
about their understandings of homelessness, the structure of the actor landscape, specific cantonal 
assistance, best practice examples and the need for action. In the second step, Switzerland's com-
munes (i.e. municipalities) were surveyed online about their perceptions of homelessness and the 
threat of losing one's home, the assistance available, strategies to prevent and tackle the problem, 
and various forms of cooperation.  

It is clear from the survey that the cantons recognise that preventing and combating homelessness is 
a state responsibility. However, implementation in this area varies greatly. Very few cantons have 
developed a comprehensive assistance system or a specific 'homelessness' service area, with the re-
sult that much uncertainty exists on the extent and structure of homelessness and its precursors. 
Many experts see support as being closely linked to social assistance, which is why homelessness is 
primarily tackled through the structures of social and emergency assistance. This has its limits, how-
ever, when people do not meet the eligibility criteria for social assistance or when they do not come 
forward. On the other hand, the cantons have developed a number of best practices, ranging from 
regional cooperation to cantonal housing provision and the expansion of social planning.  

Among the communes, 616 (around 28%) responded to the survey. It is clear that estimates of home-
lessness and the threat of losing one's home can be quantified. Overall, it is estimated that around 
2,200 people are homeless and around 8,000 people are at imminent risk of losing their home. The 
proportion of communes with people affected by homelessness is higher in German-speaking Swit-
zerland than in the French or Italian-speaking parts of the country. Homelessness is primarily a chal-
lenge for the communes of large and medium-sized built-up areas, and particularly for the six Swiss 
cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants. The threat of losing one's home is also an issue in com-
munes serving as a hub in rural and intermediate areas. The communes recognise their limits in com-
bating homelessness and the threat of losing one's home: the majority of them do not have their own 
accommodation facilities, cooperation with other communes is rare, and support from the cantons 
and the federal government is not guaranteed. Furthermore, the communes set access criteria for 
their support, thereby causing exclusion and displacement processes themselves. 

The recommendations drawn from this study are to (1) develop a national orientation framework sup-
ported by all relevant actors which clarifies the understandings, tasks, competencies and responsibil-
ities, (2) examine an overall support system that links the individual policy fields at cantonal, regional 
and commune level, (3) create a strategy for housing provision and measures to support access to 
housing for people affected by exclusion on the housing market, and (4) improve the data situation 
and establish a monitoring system for future strategic action at all three levels of government. 
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1. Background, objectives and research design 

1.1. Background 

This study commissioned by the Federal Office for Housing (FOH) investigates how Swiss cantons and 
communes tackle homelessness, their understanding of the concept, and the measures they have put 
in place to prevent people from becoming homeless.  

The focus on cantons and communes stems from the first Country Report on Homelessness in Swit-
zerland, on which this study is based.1 The Country Report is intended as an overview and systemati-
cally collects findings from various areas at national and international level. The cantonal and com-
mune levels were deliberately not included when drafting the Country Report. The most important 
findings of the Country Report relevant to this study are as follows:  

- The international right to adequate housing obliges Switzerland to take measures to combat 
homelessness, prevent forced evictions, prevent discrimination in the area of housing and en-
sure that the housing situation is adequate for all. 

- Switzerland recognises the fundamental right to assistance in emergencies (Art. 12 Cst.) and 
guarantees an unrestricted minimum entitlement to food, clothing, emergency medical assis-
tance and accommodation. However, the Federal Constitution does not provide for a univer-
sal and legal right to accommodation.  

- Although the social objectives of the federal government define housing as a basic need and 
stipulate that people seeking housing are to be supported, they do not provide for individual 
entitlement to housing. Instead, the corresponding Art. 41 of the Federal Constitution empha-
sises the initiative of those seeking housing.  

- Homelessness should be analysed in a cross-sectional manner, linking social policy and hous-
ing policy in particular. 

- A follow-up study is to focus on the cantons and communes as public bodies. 

1.2. Objectives 

Specifically, this study pursues two main goals. First, it seeks to clarify the understanding of homeless-
ness, the policies derived from this, and the strategies and measures that may serve to combat home-
lessness at cantonal and commune level. Secondly, the study aims to show how cantonal and com-
mune homelessness assistance is structured, how the various policy areas (housing, social affairs, 
health, etc.) relate to each other, and how they interact with non-state actors (NGOs, aid organisa-
tions, voluntary organisations, etc.).  

In this study, homelessness is interpreted as part of the overarching topic of social security. Switzer-
land's social security system is multi-layered. Components such as personal initiative, fundamental 
services, national social insurance, cantonal benefits or social and emergency aid are combined in such 
a way that (minimum) social and economic security is possible for all people living in Switzerland. 
Many of these components also indirectly strive to ensure that no one has to live without a roof over 
their head. On the other hand, there are very few specific measures in place to eliminate or prevent 

 
1 Drilling et al. 2020.  



Drilling, Küng, Mühlethaler, Dittmann (2022) Homelessness. Understandings, policies and strategies of the cantons and communes 6 

 

 

homelessness. For this study, the 'invisibility' of homelessness raises the challenge of which institu-
tions can be used to address the problem.  

The topic of homelessness has links to various other aspects of life and politics. These include, in par-
ticular, poverty reduction and social assistance, but also health policy, housing policy, child and adult 
protection and the asylum system. This breadth of the issue and the fact that only in exceptional cases 
are public authorities specifically tasked with combating homelessness lead to unclear areas of re-
sponsibility at the state level. Furthermore, many regions have private initiatives which have emerged 
from civil society and are involved in combating homelessness, forming part of the support system. 
This study also seeks to provide an overview of whether and how these organisations cooperate with 
government agencies and where they perform tasks that could also be assigned to the state. 

This study adopts an expanded understanding of homelessness. The European umbrella organisation 
FEANTSA distinguishes between 13 (ETHOS typology) and 6 (ETHOS Light typology) living situations 
(see Annex).2 We speak of rooflessness when people have to spend the night on the streets or stay in 
an overnight shelter. The other ETHOS categories describe precarious, unstable and inadequate hous-
ing situations and thus sensitise people to the potential precursors of homelessness and the dynamics 
between different housing situations. Because the various living situations according to FEANTSA are 
related to exclusion mechanisms on the housing market, the ETHOS typology on homelessness also 
points to structural problems in the housing market and housing policy.3 In this way, FEANTSA aims to 
build a counterargument to those positions that link homelessness primarily to personal characteris-
tics (such as addiction or critical life events). 

1.3. Research design 

Due to the lack of referenced studies, this study is exploratory in nature. It was therefore essential to 
be flexible in the choice of methodology and iterative in the research process and to reflect on the 
relevance of the issues identified at the end of each research phase. Three methodological approaches 
were considered in the design:  

- a review of cantonal legislation,  
- semi-structured phone interviews with cantonal authorities, and  
- an online survey of all Swiss communes. 

 

Review of cantonal legislation: To gain an overview of the political and administrative areas of can-
tonal assistance for the homeless, cantonal legislation was examined for points of contact. In order to 
cover as many relevant areas as possible, the first step was to analyse all cantonal collections of laws 
that allow automated full-text searches. The following strings were searched in the different lan-
guages: 

• German: Notschlaf*, obdach*, wohnungslos, Unterkunft, prekär 
• French: sans-abri*, domicil*, logement, établissement, habitat*, précarité, héberg* 
• Italian: dimora, alloggio, abitat*, senzatetto, precarietà 

 
2 FEANTSA 2017.  
3 Edgar et al. 2004. 
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The results were analysed for their relevance to homelessness in the context of this study and incor-
porated into further research, either in the design of the questionnaire for the cantonal authorities or 
as background information for discussions with the cantons. 

Semi-structured interviews at cantonal level: For the data collection at cantonal level, 24 semi-struc-
tured expert interviews were conducted. Interviews were held with 17 people from the cantonal ad-
ministration and 7 people from the local administration of larger communes or relevant third-party 
organisations. The interviews represent 22 cantons. They were conducted in Italian, French or German 
and were recorded, excerpted and analysed. Where it was not possible to record the interviews, 
minutes were drawn up from memory. The selection of interviewees was based on a list of networking 
partners provided by the FOH. All individuals were informed about the study in writing and asked 
about their expertise in the area of homelessness in a follow-up telephone call. The persons contacted 
could decide whether they or another person would participate in the interview. The element of 
choice was important for this study, as it was not clear from the outset under which political and 
administrative areas homelessness assistance should fall, and it was important not to limit the study 
to certain areas too early in the process. The phone interviews were structured into four categories: 
understanding of homelessness, actors and structure, assistance for the homeless, and the need for 
action. 

Online survey of the communes: An online questionnaire in Italian, French and German was sent to all 
Swiss communes between April and June 2021. The commune administration was asked to forward 
the questionnaire to the appropriate person. 618 out of a total of 2,172 communes took part in the 
survey, which corresponds to a response rate of 28%. The survey was created using EFS Survey from 
Tivian and analysed with the statistical package SPSS. Four subject areas were surveyed: assessment 
of homelessness and the threat of losing one's home, understanding of homelessness, concrete sup-
port from the commune, and strategies for tackling or preventing the problem, together with forms 
of cooperation. 

Sounding board: A sounding board was set up at the start of the project in consultation with the FOH. 
The members of the sounding board had to be familiar with the issues of homelessness and precarious 
housing by virtue of their position or function. As representatives of the relevant authorities, associa-
tions or organisations, they were also expected to bring to the project a range of specialist skills from 
the areas of poverty and poverty reduction, social assistance and (cantonal) social policy as well as 
housing and spatial development policy. The sounding board comprised representatives of ATD Vierte 
Welt (All Together for Dignity), the Federal Social Insurance Office (FSIO), the Federal Office for Hous-
ing (FOH), the Swiss Conference for Social Welfare (Schweizerische Konferenz für Sozialhilfe, SKOS), 
the Conference of Cantonal Directors of Social Services (CDSS), the Swiss Union of Cities (SSV), and the 
Social Policy City Initiative. The four meetings took place online; the research team recorded the meet-
ings and drew up the minutes of the meeting in each case. These were reviewed by all members of 
the sounding board and could be amended if necessary. The minutes were included in the data corpus 
of the research project. 
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2. Legislative framework 

2.1. Background 

The legal concept of 'homeless person' does not exist in Swiss legislation. While homelessness is un-
derstood as a condition that affects all aspects of a person's life, it is not a characteristic of a person. 
In reality, it is a situation that can be remedied by providing housing. Nonetheless, homeless people 
do have subjective rights, including the right to shelter. The Federal Constitution guarantees all people 
in Switzerland, regardless of their residence status, basic social rights that establish a certain entitle-
ment to state benefits. This also includes the right to assistance in emergencies (Art. 12 Cst.). However, 
this only guarantees a level of benefits that is essential for a dignified existence and to prevent those 
affected from falling into an "undignified existence of begging".4 Anyone who, objectively speaking, is 
in a position to provide for themselves by their own means does not meet the requirements of Art. 12 
of the Federal Constitution and cannot make a claim on this basis. Moreover, Art. 12 does not establish 
any specific benefits such as a basic income.5 In practice, Art. 12 of the Federal Constitution is there-
fore applied primarily in relation to asylum and in the case of foreign nationals who do not have the 
required authorisation to be in Switzerland.  

2.2. Switzerland as a welfare state 

Welfare state elements in the Federal Constitution include provisions on responsibility in various so-
cial areas (Section 8 of the Federal Constitution 'Housing, Employment, Social Security and Health'), 
but also the preamble, the purpose article, the programmatic social objectives or the public welfare 
obligation of the economy (Art. 94 para. 2 Federal Constitution).6 The idea of the welfare state as a 
guarantor of freedom and equality rights also manifests itself "in the inclusion of standards with a 
social component in the most diverse areas of law"7 Such provisions can be found in tenancy law, 
labour law and victim assistance.8 Issues relating to housing are usually categorised under the legal 
field of social security.  

Support for persons in need is already the responsibility of the cantons according to the Federal Con-
stitution (Art. 115 Cst.). In this respect, the federal government assumes only the authority to regulate 
exceptions and responsibilities. The latter is done by the federal government in the Social Responsi-
bility Act (SocRA). This law determines which canton is responsible for supporting a person in need 
and governs the reimbursement of support costs between the cantons (Art. 1 paras 1 and 2 SocRA).9 
The SocRA defines a person in need as anyone who is unable to provide sufficiently for themselves or 
in good time from their own resources. Providing for oneself is generally understood to include finding 
accommodation.  

The extent to which a person is in need is assessed according to the regulations and principles appli-
cable at the place of support (Art. 2 paras 1 and 2 SocRA). The place of support, i.e. which canton is 
responsible for paying social assistance, cannot always be clearly determined. In its information sheet 
'Local responsibility in social assistance', SKOS provides tools for determining the place of residence 

 
4 Decision of the Federal Supreme Court 131 I 166: 172 
5 CDSS 2012: (10)  
6 See more on this under Kieser 2017: (20) 
7 Kieser 2017: 1.  
8 Häfeli 2008: (16) 
9 Rüegg 2008: 326ff. 
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of a person in need.10 If persons with Swiss citizenship are in need of immediate assistance outside 
their canton of residence, the canton of residence must provide it (Art. 13 para. 1 SocRA). In the event 
of disputes regarding liability for assistance, the canton in which the person in need resides must pro-
vide assistance, at least temporarily, until the legal obligation has been clarified. The canton of resi-
dence is also responsible for foreign nationals who are not resident in Switzerland (Art. 21 SocRA). 
They too are entitled to at least emergency aid.11 The provisions of SocRA therefore establish the 
principle that a person in need receives assistance in emergencies, even if they are outside their can-
ton of residence, their canton of residence is unknown or they have no place of residence. 

2.3. Social assistance 

The cantons are responsible for organising social assistance. The cantons' social assistance laws differ 
in both the organisation of social assistance and the division of responsibilities between the cantons 
and communes. In some cantons, social assistance is exclusively the canton's responsibility, whereas 
others have wide-ranging communal autonomy and social assistance bodies at commune level. There 
is no federal law on social assistance.  

One of the benefits of social assistance is to provide the person concerned with adequate housing. 
Housing costs are a significant part of material social assistance. However, the people receiving sup-
port are expected to live as affordably as possible.12 But not all people living in a precarious housing 
situation are entitled to social assistance. It also sometimes happens that people in need do not have 
their rights clarified, are unaware of them or do not claim them. SKOS has noticed that since the tight-
ening of the Foreign Nationals and Integration Act (FNIA), foreign nationals in need are increasingly 
not receiving social assistance because they fear for their residence rights. Children are also often 
affected. This failure to receive benefits to which they are entitled leads to their housing situation 
being jeopardised.13 

2.4. Victim Support Act (VSA) 

In addition to medical, psychological, social, material and legal assistance, the services provided by 
the cantons under the Victim Support Act also include the provision of emergency accommodation 
(Art. 14 para. 1 VSA). The Conference of Swiss Liaison Offices under the Victim Support Act (SVK-OHG) 
set up by the CDSS aims to promote standardised implementation of the Victim Support Act in the 
cantons and recommends, among other things, that eligible persons be provided with emergency ac-
commodation for 21 days. This recommendation is a minimum standard and is not legally binding.14 
It is up to the cantons to decide how they implement the Victim Support Act.  

Emergency accommodation within the meaning of the Victim Support Act is a suitable solution for 
people currently experiencing or at risk of homelessness as a result of domestic violence. Women's 
shelters, in particular, are now regarded as a "recognised and professional service for crisis interven-
tion in the area of domestic violence and [are] an integral part of the service landscape in the area of 
victim and violence protection issues".15 However, places in women's shelters are limited, cases are 

 
10 SKOS 2019.  
11 See under 2.1, explanations on Art. 12 Cst. 
12 SKOS guidelines: Housing. Online at: https://rl.skos.ch/lexoverview-home/lex-RL_A_1  
13 SKOS 2020a: 1 ff. 
14 CDSS / FOGE 2015: 13. 
15 CDSS / FOGE 2015: 73. 

https://rl.skos.ch/lexoverview-home/lex-RL_A_1
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becoming increasingly complex, and there are very few follow-up solutions. The range of shelters 
available for women also varies greatly depending on the region. There are a few programmes for 
men affected by domestic violence, e.g. Zwüschehalt with centres in the cities of Bern, Lucerne and 
Zurich or Foyer le Pertuis in Geneva. 

2.5. Tenant protection  

Art. 109 of the Federal Constitution stipulates that the federal government shall legislate against 
abuses in tenancy matters, in particular against unfair rents and terminated leases. These constitu-
tional principles are set out in the Swiss Code of Obligations. Tenants are protected by these regula-
tions in various ways. For example, landlords are already restricted when it comes to obtaining per-
sonal information from prospective tenants, and they are not completely free to terminate tenancy 
agreements.16 As long as someone is already in a tenancy, they can defend themselves against viola-
tions of tenancy law. However, according to the Service for Combating Racism, tenancy law does not 
protect against discrimination. In addition to racial discrimination, multiple discrimination based on 
origin, residence status or religion in conjunction with socio-economic status, gender or disability also 
has a particularly negative impact on housing allocation.17 

2.6. Civil protection structures 

Civil protection structures, in particular collective shelters, are available at all times in the event of 
emergencies and disasters. In 2016, the Ordinance on the Requisitioning of Shelters and Shelter Sites 
for the Management of Emergency Situations in the Asylum Sector (VRSL) regulated when and how 
civil protection structures can be used as emergency shelters. The scope of application is therefore 
limited to emergency situations in the area of asylum. In a report to Parliament, the cantonal govern-
ment of Ticino stated that the use of civil protection buildings for the accommodation of homeless 
people is only suitable to a limited extent in practice. Consequently, the existence of civil protection 
shelters does not negate the need for housing solutions for the homeless.18  

2.7. Affordable accommodation 

The Affordable Accommodation Act (AAA) of 2003 has two objectives: first, to create more living space 
for low-income households; and secondly, to promote access to owner-occupied residential property. 
The provisions of the AAA are intended in particular to benefit families, single parents, people with 
disabilities, elderly people in need, and people in training.  

Various studies have been carried out on behalf of or with the assistance of the FOH with regard to 
specific groups to be supported. As part of the National Programme against Poverty, it was determined 
that it is households affected by poverty and low-income earners who are particularly affected by 
exclusion on the housing market.19 This is also the starting point for the recommended measures, 
which range from the promotion of affordable housing to subject-specific assistance and cooperation 
between social services and the property sector.20  

 
16 Wehrmüller 2019: (15)  
17 Service for Combating Racism 2021: 87. 
18 Messaggio numero 7710 of 11.09.2019, from the Department of Health and Social Security (DSS), p.8.  
19 See summary in Beck et al. (2018) and Bochsler et al. (2015). 
20 See also NAP 2018. 
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The FOH is also conducting a "housing policy dialogue between the federal government, cantons and 
cities". The tense housing markets have been discussed in this expert group. The interim report from 
2013 states that the situation has become more difficult "for people on modest incomes looking for 
housing", and "particularly in urban regions". Incentives rather than bans or restrictions are favoured 
to overcome these challenges.21 Specifically, it mentions transparency on the rental housing market 
as well as "spatial planning measures that send out housing policy signals and can expand the scope 
of action of the communes" (this refers to the right of first refusal for communes, the promotion of 
cooperative housing construction and the use of land owned by the federal government that is no 
longer needed). 

2.8. Conclusion 

The understanding of Switzerland as a welfare state calls for all people to be able to exercise their 
rights to freedom and participation. People who are affected by homelessness or who live in precari-
ous housing conditions cannot do this, or only to a limited extent. This makes them a vulnerable group 
requiring special attention from the welfare state. However, there is no legal basis in Switzerland to 
which people affected by homelessness can directly refer. This highlights the issues of roles and re-
sponsibilities between the different federal levels. Legislative links exist in the areas of social assis-
tance, victim assistance, tenancy and civil protection and affordable housing.  

  

 
21 FOH 2013: 3. 
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3. Homelessness and the threat of losing one's home from the cantons' per-
spective 

This chapter is based on guided telephone interviews with experts from 22 cantons. Interviews were 
conducted with 17 people from the cantonal administration and 7 people from the local administra-
tion of larger communes or from relevant third-party organisations. The main questions are listed in 
Annex 2. 

3.1. Contextualisation 

Knowledge about homelessness varies greatly from canton to canton. While most cantons have re-
search-based knowledge on the causes of homelessness, monitoring structures only exist where the 
cantons play an active role in the homelessness support system and are in contact with emergency 
shelters or similar institutions, for example. Therefore, not all cantons are aware of the situation in 
their own canton.  

Concrete situations concerning homelessness or people at risk of becoming homeless tend to be 
passed on anecdotally by many experts. It is also noticeable that although the cantons mention various 
policy and administrative areas in which they identify a connection to homelessness (in particular the 
areas of asylum and health), they have no contact with these areas that is specifically focused on 
housing issues. The discrepancy between theoretical and practical knowledge as well as the lack of 
exchange within the administration is particularly noticeable where the cantons have not developed 
homelessness as a separate service area.  

In practically all cases, the experts interviewed attributed homelessness to the individual concerned. 
Addiction and mental health problems as well as poverty were mentioned most frequently. Respond-
ents also tended to classify people who are already marginalised as potentially at risk of homelessness. 
In particular, they identified undocumented migrants and people who depend on their ability to work 
to stay in the canton as being at risk or affected. Overall, it is clear that the existing basic understanding 
of homelessness should be supported by looking at the issue in context. Homelessness is often ad-
dressed at cantonal level as follows:  

- Poverty is often cited as an explanation for a lack of or inadequate housing. The influence of 
the housing market is only noted when there is homelessness or a need to find accommoda-
tion.  

- Precarious housing and the threat of losing one's home are rarely discussed in the context of 
poverty. 

- Cantonal knowledge of groups potentially at risk of homelessness focuses exclusively on 
adults. It is rarely reported that children and young people can also be affected by homeless-
ness and require special attention due to their vulnerability.  

- Women are mentioned almost exclusively in connection with shelters under the Victim Sup-
port Act. Although it is recognised that women can become homeless for reasons other than 
domestic violence, their specific needs are only partially integrated into the service provision.  

- Structural causes of homelessness, such as the situation in the housing market or the exclu-
sion of undocumented migrants from support services, are rarely addressed.  
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- Issues of housing quality and security, or the threat of losing one's home, are not mentioned. 
Precarious housing is not mentioned as a precursor to homelessness, nor is it seen as a prob-
lem in its own right.  

- According to the experts, a homeless person is always immediately recognisable because he 
or she is living and sleeping in public or publicly accessible spaces. However, if homelessness 
is only recognised as a problem when it manifests itself in its most precarious form of street 
homelessness, it becomes more difficult to prevent homelessness and to develop effective 
strategies.  

Table 1: Homelessness from the perspective of the cantons 

 Often mentioned Rarely or not mentioned at all  
Areas related to homelessness Social assistance 

Child and adult protection 
Psychiatry 
Poverty 
Asylum 

Penitentiary system 
Hospitalisation 

Areas with responsibility for 
homelessness  

Asylum system 
Commune social services 

 

Invisibility of homelessness Staying with friends  
 

Sleeping in cars, etc. 

Individual reasons Behavioural issues 
Addictive disorders 
Lack of financial resources 
Irregular residence status 
Family conflicts 
Separation 

Domestic violence 

Structural reasons Tense housing market  
Quality of living  Housing in poor condition 

Cramped housing, especially for 
families 

Threat of losing one's home / 
housing security 

Individual reasons Debt enforcement 
Debts 
Poor previous references 
Housing discrimination 

Profiles of those affected Aggressive behaviour or not 
Inadequate personal network 
Single parents 

(Young) women 
Young people 
Pregnant women 

 

3.2. Self-perception and role 

When asked about their understanding of their role in preventing and combating homelessness, the 
experts interviewed responded that they generally see the state as being responsible for ensuring that 
no one becomes and remains homeless. The role of the cantons is understood to be subsidiary – after 
the personal responsibility of the individuals themselves, civil society initiatives and the responsibili-
ties of the communes. The state is seen as the last safety net. This is usually understood to mean 
emergency support in the event of homelessness, but not generally preventive measures or assistance 
for other, less visible forms or precursors of homelessness. 

The role that the cantons ascribe to themselves in contrast to other state actors is usually not formu-
lated very precisely. There is considerable uncertainty in the regulation of competencies, especially 
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with regard to the communes. The majority of the experts surveyed see their canton as having a less 
proactive role. This could have the following reasons:  

(1) Most cantons do not have an explicit, legally established cantonal responsibility in the area of 
homelessness. In their understanding of their role with regard to homelessness, the majority of ex-
perts therefore refer to the list of social objectives in the Federal Constitution or to their own cantonal 
constitution, insofar as this also provides for social objectives. In the list of social objectives in the 
Federal Constitution, the cantons are ascribed a caring responsibility and given responsibility for or-
ganisation of this care. It seems that this freedom in the organisation of one's own role leads to a lack 
of clarity regarding competences between the Confederation, cantons and communes. This can also 
be seen from the fact that there is very little institutionalised exchange on housing issues within the 
cantonal administrations. Contacts usually exist in a case-orientated context.  

(2) A majority of cantons assign operational responsibility for homelessness assistance to the com-
munes. The experts rarely mention that services in the area of housing provision could also be consid-
ered independently of or in addition to social assistance.  

(3) The cantonal authorities face conflicting roles in relation to preventing and combating homeless-
ness. Such cases are identified, for example, where the cantonal authorities see it as their responsibil-
ity to provide sufficient living space, but where this conflicts with other obligations and laws, such as 
immigration regulations. The development of structures that provide decent (especially long-term) 
housing for all people is often hindered where the collection of personal data would be necessary. In 
the case of people who do not have a regular residence status in Switzerland or who are at risk of 
losing this status if they ask for state assistance, the authorities report the challenge of providing the 
necessary support without exposing the people concerned. 

(4) For practical reasons, cantons delegate responsibility for helping the homeless to communes or 
other actors. Cantons without their own coordinating task in the area of housing and without cantonal 
services to help the homeless legitimise this by claiming that communes can respond more rapidly 
and that people in an emergency situation can be accommodated more quickly at commune level than 
the canton could provide. The experts interviewed rated the expertise and experience in social welfare 
and specifically in helping the homeless as high, especially in urban communes. Cantons in which the 
cities take on important tasks in the area of housing provision sometimes contribute financially to the 
cities' services by providing land (e.g. the canton of Geneva) or in other ways. On the other hand, very 
few cantonal authorities also see coordinating tasks or strategic participation as part of their role. This 
is only done by cantons that have explicitly defined a separate 'homelessness' service area.  

A frequently recognised task that has a direct impact on the structures of homelessness assistance is 
the promotion of civil society initiatives. While institutionalised cantonal responsibility in the area of 
homelessness is rare, most cantons see it as their responsibility to examine applications for support 
from civil society and to secure or expand the network of private organisations that are active in the 
area of social welfare.  

Based on the interviews, the cantons' self-perception with regard to their role in the area of home-
lessness is largely determined by political processes. Cantonal parliaments and politically active groups 
from civil society are often seen as driving forces when it comes to identifying the necessary social 
policy measures. Political and civic engagement has raised awareness of the issue in some cantonal 
structures. Elsewhere, a lack of political will is blamed for making it difficult to set up a homeless 
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assistance system. This can go so far as politicians deliberately not providing any impetus because they 
do not want to motivate homeless people to seek help in their region.  

3.3. Participation in the assistance system  

The cantons' involvement in the assistance system is diverse. One of the most frequently chosen ways 
is the financing or co-financing of services provided by non-governmental organisations that target 
homeless people. Depending on the canton, this is done via service contracts, the financing of specific 
(pilot) projects or the assumption of case costs if no responsible commune can be identified. Some 
cantons also have specific support funds that can be used to finance projects in the area of poverty 
reduction and are sometimes also used for direct payments to those affected. It also happens that 
canton-owned land is made available for projects such as container villages or other short- to medium-
term accommodation. In some cases, the cantons provide a 24-hour telephone service, which is oper-
ated by specialists and can be used if third parties need support in an emergency housing situation. 
The interviewees rarely mentioned developing their own strategies or measures against homeless-
ness. The cantons' services are usually activated by way of enquiries. 

The cantons see the promotion of volunteer work as an important contribution. In most cantons, this 
is accorded central importance in the care of homeless people. It is seen as a relevant, fundamental 
part of a homelessness support system, especially in those cantons that do not have their own support 
structures or services. Some cantons question this focus on volunteer work because the possibilities 
of volunteers in the area of accommodation provision and social counselling quickly reach their limits 
(in terms of possibilities to organise longer-term accommodation and the low level of professionalisa-
tion).  

Cooperation with experts and practitioners varies greatly from canton to canton. Those cantons that 
do not take an active role themselves are in contact with third-party organisations that offer services 
for people at risk of homelessness or of losing their home, primarily via the communes' social services. 
In addition to formal contacts, which are usually based on service agreements, direct and regular con-
tacts between individual organisations and cantonal authorities were also mentioned. Where there 
are no institutionalised channels, these have a strongly informal, personal character. Cantons that are 
not involved in helping the homeless themselves or through the funding of third-party organisations 
are occasionally involved in projects, e.g. in the area of combating poverty or supporting young peo-
ple. These projects can have an indirect impact on the area of homelessness. In the area of residential 
care, on the other hand, communication with external parties often remains case-orientated and the 
cantons are only involved in the search for solutions on a selective basis.  

Very rarely do the cantons see it as their task to make direct contact with the people concerned. Only 
one canton states that it constantly scrutinises and develops its own role and existing measures and 
strategies through direct contact with those affected and with experts from the field.  

Most cantons recognise the real estate industry as an important partner in preventing and combating 
homelessness. A tight situation on the housing market is also regularly seen as a major problem for 
people with modest financial means or who are in debt when they have to look for accommodation. 
Multiple discrimination, which can arise in connection with origin, language and family constellation, 
is seen as aggravating. However, many cantons remain passive when it comes to better understanding 
the dynamics of the housing market. 
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Table 2: Services offered by the cantons in the area of homelessness assistance (source: telephone interviews) 

 Reference in the 
cantonal consti-

tution to the 
right to housing22 

Monitoring 
the housing 

supply 

Homelessness as 
a separate service 

area 

Institutionalised ex-
change (players) 

Coordinative 
tasks in the area 
of homelessness 

Provision of (fi-
nancial) services 

or land 

AG ü  – – – (ü)23 
AI – – – – – (ü) 
AR ü – – – – – 
BE ü ü ü ü ü ü 
BL ü – – ü – – 
BS ü ü ü ü ü ü 
GE24 ü ü – – – ü 
GL – ü – ü ü ü 
GR – (ü) – ü (ü)25 ü 
JU ü – – – ü – 
LU – – – – ü  
NE ü ü ü ü ü ü 
NW – – – – – – 
OW26 – – – – – – 
SG – – – ü – ü 
SO ü – – – – ü 
TI ü ü ü ü ü ü 
UR – – – (ü) – – 
VD ü ü ü ü ü ü 
VS -27  (ü)   ü 
ZG – – – – – ü 
ZH – – –  – ü 

Key:  
ü = fulfilled/exists; (ü) = partially fulfilled/approaches exist; – = not fulfilled/does not exist; empty cell = no data. 

 

Table 2 summarises the cantons' involvement in the homelessness assistance system as mentioned in 
the interviews or as known from preliminary research on the individual cantons. 'Participation' means 
that the cantons provide their own services (these do not have to be financial services). The following 
information on the categories (table columns):  

• Monitoring the housing supply: The cantons know how to monitor the current state of housing 
provision (e.g. through exchanges with emergency accommodation centres).  

 
22 This does not include those constitutions that only mention housing subsidies. In this study, this is not inter-
preted as an indication of a right to housing. 
23 A motion passed by the Aargau parliament in December 2020 calls for the funding of the emergency shelter 
in Baden to be taken over at the end of the pilot phase. See: GR.20.91. The government's decision is still pending.  
24 In the canton of Geneva, assistance for the homeless is fully assigned to the city of Geneva.  
25 The canton of GR can commission Caritas to take on specific cases and support people when they need hous-
ing.  
26 Interview was conducted with the commune of Sarnen, which, as the largest commune in the canton, has a 
more active role in combating homelessness than the cantonal structures.  
27 The constitution of the canton of Valais was being completely revised at the time of the interview.  
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• Homelessness as a separate service area: The cantons have formally or informally defined their 
own service areas, know clear responsibilities within the administration and can outline the field 
of activity of these offices.  

• Institutionalised exchange with stakeholders: The cantons know which actors are involved in help-
ing the homeless and are in an institutionalised exchange with them.  

• Coordinative tasks in the area of homelessness: The cantonal administration performs tasks in the 
area of networking or placement, even if no actual service area exists.  

• Provision of (financial) services or land: The canton participates in the homeless assistance system 
by providing financial or material benefits. This also includes the provision of premises or land.  

Table 3 shows the forms of participation on the part of the cantons that were described in the inter-
views. Some of these already exist, but some are ideas that were mentioned by the experts as state 
support worth considering.   

Table 3: Forms of cantonal participation (source: telephone interviews) 

Form of participation Services 
Triage Initial counselling for those affected 

Referring those affected to institutions that can provide further help 
Contacting accommodation (hotels, guest houses, emergency shelters, 
hostels, etc.) 

Networking Organising roundtables and networking events 
Involvement of civil society and politics 
Recognising and exploiting synergies 
Networking within the administration 

Information  Drafting of expert papers, basic documents or reports 
Monitoring the situation 
Awareness-raising among the population 
Provision of relevant information for persons (potentially) affected  
Identifying structural hurdles such as the housing market, (insufficient) 
rent subsidies, social assistance, etc. 

Coordination Coordination of all existing services for the homeless (governmental and 
non-governmental) 
Recognising gaps in the supply landscape 
Coordination of measures within the administration 

Out-of-hours services Round-the-clock placement of beds and care services 
Crisis intervention 

Financial participation  Securing existing offers from non-state actors 
Expansion of non-governmental offerings 
Promotion of civil society initiatives 

Provision of living space Renting hotel and guesthouse rooms for emergencies 
Ensure availability of emergency housing 
Assumption of accommodation costs for homeless people spending the 
night in an emergency shelter 

Conceptual Developing strategies 
Initiating political processes 
Develop measures to combat discrimination against homeless people 

Involvement of those af-
fected 

Systematic review of the effectiveness of the measures taken 
Insight into the reality of life for those affected 
Needs assessment 
Clarifying needs and placement of suitable accommodation 
Support in finding accommodation  
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3.4. Assessment of the supply structure from the cantons' perspective 

The services for people who are affected or threatened by homelessness are diverse and range from 
providing places to sleep to social counselling, assistance in finding permanent accommodation, ther-
apeutic support and day structures. 

As far as the assessment of possible measures is concerned, most cantons feel able to judge the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of the different offers. It is generally recognised that a certain degree of 
individuality is essential – even with emergency concepts. There is a need for privacy, which is why 
emergency shelters that are shared with several people are often only considered suitable to a limited 
extent. The rental and provision of hotel rooms for people without a home is assessed and utilised 
differently by the experts interviewed: While some are convinced that living in a hotel room is not 
humane and have therefore developed a comprehensive range of residential services, others make 
use of hotel rooms because they can offer people their own space.  

Solutions such as shared flats, hostels or emergency shelters are not considered adequate in many 
cantons. This is not only because of the occupancy rate of these facilities, but also because of the type 
of regulated accommodation. The profile of the people concerned has changed and more individual-
ised solutions are required. The criteria for admission, e.g. in many emergency shelters, which were 
actually intended to enable people to live together in an orderly manner, led to the exclusion of indi-
viduals without a family. For example, it is often impossible to stay in an emergency shelter with a pet 
or to stay there for more than a few nights. An emergency shelter is also rarely suitable accommoda-
tion for people who need a certain amount of peace and privacy. If the people concerned are not 
offered alternative solutions, then even the existence of an emergency shelter cannot ensure that no 
one has to spend the night on the street.  

When developing specialised services, such as women's shelters or residential homes for people with 
increased care needs, many cantons see the risk that these would only be used to a minimal capacity, 
and also that the anonymity of these people in rural areas could not be protected well enough. Some 
of the experts who describe this problem therefore work with providers outside their canton. Cantons 
that do not recognise or identify a need do not indicate how they compensate for the absence of 
specialised services. 

The ideal solution, which guarantees as much individuality and privacy as possible, is considered to be 
access to one's own apartment. However, this regularly poses a challenge for the cantons because 
they are faced with property managers who are extremely reluctant to rent apartments to homeless 
people. Cantons that work with the Housing First approach state that the biggest challenge is finding 
suitable housing. In addition, the demand for support and advice on housing issues is underestimated. 
Housing First is successfully implemented in many countries as part of the promotion of social health.28 
The general principle focuses on the benefits of having a stable living situation. Instead of moving 
individuals through different levels of housing according to certain preconditions, e.g. their ability to 
live independently, the need for abstinence from addiction, or co-operation with state institutions, 
housing is arranged as quickly as possible. Moving people into their own home straight away provides 
immediate relief because it meets certain basic needs such as warmth and rest and offers protection 
and security. It also brings health benefits. A fixed place of residence makes it easier to treat chronic 

 
28 See further details in Pleace (2016). 
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and social illnesses and for mobile medical, psychological and social work services to reach people. 
The aim of Housing First is to release people participating in the programme into the primary housing 
market after an unspecified period of supported housing.  

3.5. Strategies and concepts 

The cantons have little knowledge about formulated policies or strategies to prevent and combat 
homelessness. Some cantons (TI, BS, BL, GE29) have summarised the status of homelessness assistance 
in response to interpellations from the cantonal parliaments; most have a clear idea of how they 
would proceed to find immediate accommodation for a person concerned. However, this does not 
automatically imply the need for a general 'homelessness' strategy, especially one with an interde-
partmental approach. This may be due to the fact that the cantons do not have a coordinating role 
and therefore do not need to have an overview of changes in demand and any gaps that exist. The 
following starting points for an overall strategy on homelessness can be identified from the expert 
interviews:  

(1) Many cantons are seeking to introduce or intensify cooperation with the real estate industry and 
view the latter as an actor to be considered in the development of an overall 'homelessness' strategy. 
The aim is not only to promote and create more non-profit housing, but also to generate housing 
options for people who have difficulty finding their own apartment. The cantonal representatives see 
the greatest potential in both awareness-raising measures and support from the authorities (e.g. by 
providing rent guarantees or financing housing assistance). The possibility of preventing homelessness 
through non-profit housing is seen as a 'good' strategy, but at the same time it faces considerable 
political hurdles and has limited impact in terms of finding solutions for people with increased care 
needs.  

(2) The experts interviewed see cooperation with other cantons as another approach to strategic po-
sitioning. Established national aid organisations such as Caritas or HEKS are seen as points of contact, 
as they are active on an intercantonal basis and have built up expertise in the areas of housing and 
homelessness and are well networked. 

(3) In order to develop effective strategies at cantonal level in the field of homelessness, the canton-
alisation of certain elements of social assistance is also mentioned. A cantonally supervised outsourc-
ing of housing issues to a third-party organisation could encourage a canton to clearly define its area 
of responsibility and set a strategic direction. 

3.6. Addressing socio-spatial mobility  

The experts often note that cities, with their wide range of job opportunities and networks, attract 
people who are affected by poverty in their home regions. When asked whether they knew of any 
data on this from their cantons, the experts interviewed replied that they were aware of the migration 
to cities with a greater range of services for homeless people, but could not give any precise figures.  

Although the authorities are aware of the need for homeless people to seek help, particularly in cities, 
the interviews did not reveal any institutionalised intercantonal cooperation at administrative or po-
litical level specifically aimed at preventing and combating homelessness. On the other hand, irregular 
contacts were reported with emergency shelters or organisations operating outside the canton and 

 
29 See https://ge.ch/grandconseil/data/texte/PL12939.pdf 

https://ge.ch/grandconseil/data/texte/PL12939.pdf
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contacting the authorities to clarify their responsibilities. Some cantons that have urban centres with 
services for homeless people or people living in poverty have agreements that allow the surrounding 
cantons to grant cost credits for those affected. The rates for non-residents are generally higher than 
for people who live or are entitled to live in the canton providing the service.  

Most experts from the 'emigration cantons' are neutral about the fact that people experiencing home-
lessness go to other cantons because they can access more services there. Some point out that the 
people concerned appreciate the anonymity that comes with leaving their home region. In the context 
of the coronavirus pandemic, it is also pointed out that services had to be used in nearby towns or 
urban centres.  

3.7. Conclusion  

The analysis of the interviews with the cantonal experts shows that the prevention of homelessness 
and upstream exclusion from the housing market is generally recognised as a state responsibility. 
However, very few cantons have derived a service area from this that defines tasks, approaches, co-
operation and funding. As a result, there is no systematic, planned approach to the issue. This mani-
fests itself in particular in the fact that few cantons are able to provide concrete case figures and are 
unaware of any instruments that could be used to collect such figures. In addition, there is no overview 
of the services provided by civil society or of the solutions found by homeless people themselves. 
Homelessness can therefore only be understood in fragments. In most cases, only those people who 
have difficulties in finding or keeping an apartment or who have lost their home due to addiction, 
migration history or family conflicts fall within the scope of the authorities. Much less is known about 
precarious, insecure or unstable housing, as defined by the FEANTSA typology, and about people at 
risk of losing their home. This makes it difficult to develop proactive policies to prevent homelessness. 

Many state social security functions are seen as the operational responsibility of the communes. Re-
sponses to homelessness are primarily expected from the relevant social assistance organisations. 
However, not all people living in precarious housing conditions or at risk of losing their home are en-
titled to social assistance. Even for those who are entitled to benefits, it remains difficult to prevent 
homelessness. Overall, the approach of viewing homelessness as a cross-cutting task is rare. 

The extent of cantonal involvement therefore seems to depend directly on the role it sees itself playing 
in preventing and combating homelessness. Those cantons that see themselves as playing an active 
role participate in the assistance system in many ways. In particular, they are constantly reviewing, 
adapting and developing their own strategies (even if they are not formally defined). What is striking 
about these cantons is that they are in close contact with the implementing agencies and regularly get 
an idea of the situation of people currently experiencing or at risk of homelessness in their canton 
through these agencies or even through direct contact with the people concerned.  
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4. Homelessness and the threat of losing one's home from the communes' 
perspective 

4.1. Relevance and profile of the respondents 

Of the 2,172 Swiss communes, 616 took part in the survey, which corresponds to a response rate of 
28.4%.  

With 28.4% return rate, how representative are the results? This question was explored in four direc-
tions:  

(1) Participation rate by canton (Fig. 1): All Swiss cantons are represented by communes in the survey. 
The cantons of Appenzell-Innerrhoden, Schwyz, Lucerne and Geneva are represented by over 40% of 
their communes; in most other cantons, between 20 and 40% of communes took part in the survey; 
in the cantons of Solothurn (17%), Obwalden (14%) and Appenzell-Ausserrhoden (10%), less than 20% 
of communes took part in the survey. 

Figure 1: Cantonal participation rate grouped by participation rate 

 

 

(2) Number of inhabitants: A comparison of the communes that participated in the online survey in 
terms of population size shows that the majority (470) of the 616 communes that took part have a 
population of up to 5,000 inhabitants. This survey thus provides a first insight into the situation of 
small and micro communes in Switzerland with regard to homelessness and the threat of losing one's 
home. Secondly, all six Swiss communes with more than 100,000 residents took part in the survey 
(Zurich, Geneva, Basel, Lausanne, Bern, Winterthur). The survey therefore fills a gap in knowledge 
about homelessness and the threat of losing one's home in Switzerland's urban centres.  
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Table 3: Participation rate of communes by population size 

Number of inhabitants 
(31.12.2020) 

Number of communes  
that participated 

Number of communes  
as at 31.12.2020 

Participation rate 

5 000 470 1 783 26.4 

5 001 – 10 000 73 226 32.3 

10 001 – 15 000 24 77 31.2 

15 001 – 100 000 36 80 45.0 

> 100 000  6 6 100 

 

(3) Typology of communes of the Federal Statistical Office (9 categories): This 2012 typology catego-
rises Switzerland's communes according to three criteria: density, size and accessibility, and distin-
guishes between urban, rural and intermediate categories, each with three different functional mean-
ings (e.g. 'large built-up area', 'centrally located'). Some types are slightly over- or under-represented 
in the online survey (Fig. 2). Overall, the online survey is highly representative in this respect, allowing 
for empirically sound analyses of homelessness and the threat of losing one's home at the level of 
spatial commune types. The nine-category typology is therefore used specifically to interpret the re-
sults in the remainder of the report. 

 

Figure 2: The participating communes according to the FSO's non-category typology (as a % of commune type for Switzer-
land as a whole) 

 

 

(4) Language regions: The distribution of the responding communes by language region is as follows 
(Fig. 3): 62% of the responses came from German-speaking communes, 30% from French-speaking 
communes, 7.5% from Italian-speaking communes and 0.5% from Romansh-speaking communes. 
Based on the language regions according to the FSO typology, the participation rates are 27% for Ger-
man-speaking Switzerland, 30% for French-speaking Switzerland, 37% for Italian-speaking Switzerland 
and 18% for Romansh-speaking Switzerland. Assuming that the representativeness of the results in-
creases with the response rate, the Italian language region is best represented by the participating 
communes. The German-speaking and French-speaking regions are also very well represented, with 
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participation rates of over 25%. With a participation rate of 18% of all communes, the representative-
ness of the Romansh language region falls slightly behind that of the other parts of the country. In 
absolute terms, three Romansh-speaking communes took part; this language region is therefore not 
analysed. 

Figure 3: Participating communes by language region, % shares shown 

 

Representativeness 

An examination of the validity of the data concludes that there are no systematic errors, particularly 
with regard to the characteristics of density, size and accessibility of communes. Against this back-
drop, the online survey, with a response rate of 28.4%, achieved a good participation rate compared 
to nationwide commune surveys with a similar survey design. The survey shows a very good repre-
sentation for all nine types of commune. Switzerland's largest language regions are also very well 
represented. 

 

Who responded in the communes? 547 people answered the question about their function in the 
commune. Almost half of the respondents (49.4%) come from specialised administrative departments, 
of which almost 36% come from specialised social services (of which almost 86% have management 
responsibilities) and around 4% from administrative departments in the building and housing sector. 
Only just under 10% are civil servants working in general services (e.g. residents' registration/popula-
tion services).  

Almost 35% of the responses came from commune clerks and 15.7% from political leaders (e.g. local 
councillors). The survey thus provides a technically sound assessment that includes voices from both 
the relevant policy areas and the (social) administration. 
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Table 4: The specialisms and professional positions of the respondents 

Position Number % 

Social (work) specialists 196 35.8 

 - of which managers 145 
 

Building and housing specialists 20 3.7 

General administration 54 9.9 

Commune clerk 191 34.9 

Political leaders 86 15.7 

Total 547 100 

 

4.2. Homelessness and the threat of losing one's home: Estimates 

Communes were asked to estimate both the number of people experiencing homelessness and those 
at risk of losing their home in their commune. An estimation question was chosen because there is no 
monitoring or early warning system at commune level throughout Switzerland that could have been 
used. Moreover, the majority of communes do not have an office responsible for the issue that keeps 
its own count statistics. It is therefore not possible to give an exact figure, even for the large cities. 
Nevertheless, the problem should not be categorised without a quantitative statement. This will allow 
a first nationwide classification. 

Estimate of homelessness 

576 of the 616 communes submitted an estimate (Tab. 7). 447 of these, i.e. 77.6% of all participating 
communes, estimate that there are no people experiencing homelessness in their commune. A further 
110 communes, i.e. 19.1%, indicated a number between 1 and 10 persons concerned. Only 19 (3.4%) 
communes estimate the number of people experiencing homelessness in their area to be more than 
10, with the highest estimate being 300. Overall, the 130 communes (22.6% of those that responded) 
which indicated a number greater than '0' estimate that 2,170 people are affected by homelessness. 

 

Table 5: The communes' estimate of homelessness 

Homeless people Number of communes % 

0 447 77.6 

1 – 10 110 19.1 

11 – 50 12 2.1 

> 50 7 1.2 

Total 576 100 

The differentiation by commune typology (Fig. 4) shows that homelessness is estimated in all com-
mune types, but there is a dichotomy in terms of the number of cases: low case numbers (up to 10 
people) are estimated in urban as well as intermediate and rural communes, while higher estimated 
numbers (from 11 persons) are concentrated in urban communes. 
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Figure 4: Estimates of homelessness in urban, intermediate and rural communes 

 

 

Figure 5: Estimates of homelessness according to the nine-category typology 
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When analysing the estimated figure using the FSO's nine-category typology (Fig. 5), the two types 
'urban commune of a large built-up area' and 'urban commune of a medium-sized built-up area' stand 
out. More than half of these two commune types estimate at least one case and, with one exception, 
all estimated numbers of 15 persons or more are in these two types. However, there are also similar-
ities between the types 'urban communes in a small built-up area or outside a built-up area', 'high-
density intermediate commune' and 'rural hub commune'. 30-40% of these types of communes esti-
mate case numbers between 1 and 30.30 

A look at the language regions shows a higher proportion of communes in the French-speaking (87.4%) 
and Italian-speaking regions (90.0%) that estimate no homelessness in their commune than in the 
German-speaking region (70.7%). Conversely, this means that the proportion of communes with 
homelessness is higher in German-speaking Switzerland.  

 

Table 6: The estimate of homelessness by language region 

Homeless people Language region of Switzerland 

German % French % Italian % 
0 249 70.7 153 87.4 40 90.9 
1 – 10 87 24.7 19 10.9 4 9.1 
11 – 50 10 2.8 2 1.1 

  

> 50 6 1.7 1 0.6 
  

Total 352 100.0 175 100.0 44 100.0 

 

One explanation for the higher proportion of communes with homelessness in German-speaking Swit-
zerland is the larger number of urban communes there. The specialist literature has long pointed out 
that homelessness is more common in urban areas, as the social problems that lead to homelessness 
(poverty, unemployment, migration, housing shortages) are concentrated in urban areas (Brousse 
2016).  

 

Estimates of people at risk of losing their home 

The estimated figures for people at risk of losing their home in the communes are similar to those for 
homelessness, albeit at a higher level. A total of 515 out of 616 participating communes responded. 
Approximately 62% of the communes give a figure of zero, approximately 30% of the communes esti-
mate that up to 10 people are at risk of losing their home, and 41 communes give a figure of between 
10 and 3,000 people. Overall, the 196 communes (38% of the responding communes) that indicated 
a number greater than zero estimate that 7,946 people are at risk of losing their home. 

 
30 Differing reference figures in the respective analyses are due to the fact that not all questionnaires were com-
pleted in full.  
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Table 7: The communes' estimates of people at risk of losing their home 

People at risk of losing their home Number of communes % 

0 319 61.9 

1 – 10 155 30.1 

11 – 50 30 5.8 

> 50 11 2.1 

Total 515 
 

 

Figure 6 shows that higher estimated case numbers come from urban communes, while up to 20 cases 
are also estimated in intermediate and rural communes. A more detailed analysis based on the com-
mune typology (Fig. 7) shows similarities between the types 'urban commune of a large built-up area', 
'urban commune of a medium-sized built-up area', 'high-density intermediate communes' and 'rural 
centre commune': Here, between 60 and 80% of all communes estimate cases. The threat of losing 
one's home – as difficult as it was for the respondents to estimate without a basis – appears to be 
related to the central function of a commune. 

 

Figure 6: Estimates of people at risk of losing their home according to the three-category typology 
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Figure 7: Estimates of people at risk of losing their home according to the nine-category typology 
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One possible explanation for the higher proportion of communes in German-speaking Switzerland 
with people at risk of losing their home is the larger populations there. The average number of inhab-
itants per participating commune in German-speaking Switzerland is 7,299 (13% of communes have 
more than 10,000 inhabitants); the average number of inhabitants in French-speaking Switzerland is 
4,798 (9% of communes have more than 10,000 inhabitants) and the average number of inhabitants 
in Italian-speaking Switzerland is 4,405 (2% of communes have more than 10,000 inhabitants). 

4.3. Comparisons of communes' estimates 

The six largest cities that provided information on this, i.e. Zurich, Basel, Lausanne, Bern, Winterthur 
and Lucerne, together reported 1,275 people sleeping rough, which corresponds to 59% of all home-
less people reported in the survey. The city of Geneva, which is also one of the largest cities in Swit-
zerland and took part in the survey, did not provide any information on the extent of homelessness in 
its city. 

Regarding the number of people at risk of losing their home, there is a gap in data for the large cities. 
Of the cities mentioned above, Basel, Lausanne, Bern and Lucerne were unable to provide estimates, 
although they attribute a high number of homeless people to their city. Geneva was unable to provide 
estimates of either homelessness or the number of people at risk of losing their home. Apart from 
this, the threat of losing one's home occurs more frequently in the larger cities. The six largest cities 
that provided information on this, i.e. Zurich, Winterthur, St Gallen, Lugano, Biel/Bienne and Thun, 
together named 4,730 people at risk of losing their home, which corresponds to 60% of all people 
reported in the survey. These cities also offer a wider range of services and support (see below). This 
means that large cities are characterised by a higher incidence of problems, but also offer more ser-
vices and support. 

4.4. Extrapolation of homelessness and the threat of losing one's home in Switzerland  

What do the figures on the estimated extent of homelessness and people at risk of losing their home 
in the 616 communes surveyed say for Switzerland as a whole? The following is an extrapolation based 
on the results of the online survey. According to the assumption and the results of this study, home-
lessness and the threat of losing one's home are distributed differently depending on the size of the 
commune. The number of inhabitants is therefore taken into account accordingly in the extrapolation. 

The first step in the extrapolation was to divide the communes participating in the survey into 10 
population classes, which provided an estimate of the number of homeless people and people at risk 
of losing their home in their commune. An estimate of the extent of homelessness was provided by 
577 communes; 515 communes provided an estimate of those at risk of losing their home. Based on 
the data from the survey, the total number of people experiencing homelessness and at risk of losing 
their home was calculated for each resident class in a second step. In addition, the proportion of res-
idents in the surveyed communes in relation to all residents in Switzerland was calculated in the ten 
population classes. The overall figures from the survey on homelessness and the threat of losing one's 
home were extrapolated to Switzerland as a whole on the basis of the proportions of the population 
in the 10 population classes (see Annex for details). 

According to the formula (see Annex), the following figures were estimated for Switzerland: 

• 3,810 people experiencing homelessness 
• 16,355 people at risk of losing their home. 
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According to the extrapolation model, 1,297 people, i.e. 34% of all homeless people in Switzerland, 
are in the six communes with more than 100,000 inhabitants. 1,658 homeless people, or 43.5%, live 
in communes with a population of between 10,001 and 100,000. 855 homeless people, i.e. 22.4%, live 
in communes with 10,000 or fewer inhabitants. 

According to the extrapolation model, 2,550 people in Switzerland, i.e. 16% of all those at risk of losing 
their home, live in the six communes with more than 100,000 inhabitants. 10,041 people, or 61.4% of 
those affected, are to be found in communes with a population of 10,001 to 100,000 inhabitants. 
23.0% of homeless people live in communes with 10,000 or fewer inhabitants. As the extrapolations 
for all cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants are based only on the data from the cities of Winter-
thur and Zurich, there is a greater degree of uncertainty in the validity of the results. 

Homelessness is an issue in the majority of communes belonging to a large or medium-sized built-up 
area in Switzerland. The question as to how many people are at risk of losing their home cannot be 
answered conclusively due to a lack of information from four of the six cities with more than 100,000 
inhabitants. On the basis of the analyses, it can be assumed that the number of people at risk of losing 
their home is more spread out not only in cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants, but also in com-
munes with between 10,001 and 100,000 inhabitants. 

Note: The projections on the extent and distribution of homelessness and the threat of losing one's 
home in the communes are subject to the following reservations: (1) The information on homeless-
ness in the survey is an estimate by the administration. It may contain errors, for example because 
not all cases are known; (2) It is not clear whether the non-participation of communes in the survey is 
related to the fact that there are no or at least fewer homeless people or people at risk of losing their 
home than the figure calculated for the respective population group.  

4.5. The housing market in the communes 

Homelessness and the precursors of precarious and insecure housing are linked to options on the 
housing market. Communes were therefore asked how they perceived the local housing market. A 
four-point scale was used, ranging from 'extremely tense' to 'not tense'. Of the 594 communes that 
responded to this question, the majority (51.8%) rated the local housing market as 'not tense'. Just 
under 14% found the housing market 'very tense' to 'extremely tense'.  

The assessments vary according to the type of commune (Fig. 9). Housing markets in rural communes 
are perceived as relaxed to slightly tense, while housing markets in intermediate and especially urban 
communes are perceived as tense. As many as 13% of intermediate communes and 27% of urban 
communes consider their housing markets to be under severe to very severe pressure. Only one of 
Switzerland's six largest cities considers the housing market to be slightly tense, another four consider 
it to be very tense and one city considers it to be extremely tense (one city did not respond). 
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Figure 8: The housing market from the communes' perspective 

 

 

Figure 9: The housing market from the communes' perspective by commune type 
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Do communes with higher estimates of homeless people or people at risk of losing their home assess 
the housing markets significantly differently? To test the mean values for the housing market for sig-
nificant differences, two groups with two characteristics were created: more or less than 10 homeless 
people in a commune or more or less than 10 people in a commune at risk of losing their home. 

It can be seen that those communes with more than 10 homeless people also consider the housing 
market to be significantly tighter. The group with more than 10 people at risk of losing their home also 
rate the housing market as significantly tenser.  

The more a commune is confronted with the problems of homelessness or the threat of losing one's 
home, the more strained the housing market is considered to be. The situation in the housing market 
is therefore also likely to play an important role in local efforts to combat and prevent homelessness 
and its precursors. The assessment of the housing market does not differ between language regions. 

4.6. Reasons for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home 

A list was provided to answer the question about the reasons for homelessness and imminent loss of 
housing. This list includes reasons that can be associated with the individual (e.g. substance abuse, 
debt, mental illness), the interaction between the commune and the housing market (too few social 
housing units, insufficient support from landlords) or other aspects of the social and migration situa-
tion (residence status, release from a collective facility). All reasons considered relevant by the experts 
could be ticked for both a) homelessness and b) the threat of losing one's home. Finally, an open 
category for 'other reasons' was available. 

The most striking difference in the reasons for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home lies 
in the financial situation of those concerned. More than half of the communes find that a lack of fi-
nancial resources and debt/foreclosure are reasons for becoming at risk of losing one's home. How-
ever, only around 23% of communes cite this as a reason for homelessness. Further differences exist 
with regard to the significance of the family situation or cohabitation: 30% (for family conflicts) and 
24% (for domestic violence) of the communes see this as a reason for becoming at risk of losing one's 
home, but only 14% (for family conflicts) and 10% (for domestic violence) for homelessness itself. 
Other than that, the reasons are very close to each other.  

Fewer different reasons are given for homelessness. It is striking that the social and migration policy 
reasons, which a commune cannot influence, are only rarely mentioned (residence status: 14.6% for 
homelessness and 13.3% for the threat of losing one's home; release from an institution: 15.3% and 
11% respectively). Housing supply is also seen as a minor reason (too little social housing 8.6% and 
13.1% respectively); too little support from property owners 5.7% and 14.4% respectively). 

Under 'other reasons', very different topics are mentioned in the case of homelessness and the threat 
of losing one's home: demolition of a property, rents too high in relation to social assistance payments, 
the behaviour of the tenant (refusal to pay), lack of capacity to live independently, fire in the dwelling, 
preference for tourist rentals. In the category 'other reasons', no clusters of reasons can be identified. 

 

 

 

 



Drilling, Küng, Mühlethaler, Dittmann (2022) Homelessness. Understandings, policies and strategies of the cantons and communes 33 

 

 

Figure 10: Reasons for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home 

 

 

Overall, the communes describe homelessness primarily as a multiple problem with individual causes, 
which is also linked to structural problems, but to a much lesser extent. The threat of losing one's 
home, on the other hand, is mainly due to the financial situation and its consequences as well as other 
individual problems (addiction, violence, mental illness). 

The reasons for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home differ according to the commune 
typology (Figure 11). This results in a more differentiated profile for urban communes, both in terms 
of homelessness and the threat of losing one's home. 

The individual reasons for homelessness in particular differ by up to 30% between the different types 
of commune. For example, addiction and consumption problems as well as mental illness are much 
more likely to be cited as reasons for homelessness in urban communes than in rural or intermediate 
communes. Social and migration policy reasons are also weighted more heavily in urban communes.  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Financial difficulties

Debts

Drug/alcohol addiction

Mental illness

Weak social networks (family, friends, etc.)

Family conflicts

Domestic violence

Irregular residence status

Release from an institution (home, prison, hospital etc.)
with no housing solution

Eviction

Local housing market

Lack of support from property owners

Number of communes citing this reason (%)

Reason for homelessnessReason for threat of losing one's home



Drilling, Küng, Mühlethaler, Dittmann (2022) Homelessness. Understandings, policies and strategies of the cantons and communes 34 

 

 

The reasons for the threat of losing one's home show interesting contrasts between urban communes 
and rural or intermediate communes. From the point of view of the urban communes, the threat of 
losing one's home is due in particular to evictions (40.7% of all urban communes cite this as a reason) 
and insufficient support from property owners (28.7%). Financial difficulties and debt enforcement 
(65% and 68% respectively), mental illness/addiction (48% and 54% respectively), domestic violence 
(44%) and family conflicts (47.3%) are also among the top reasons from the point of view of urban 
communes.  

When comparing the different language regions, there are no significant differences in the explana-
tions for homelessness. The reasons for the threat of losing one's home also show a similar structure 
between the language regions. 

 

Figure 11: Reasons for homelessness (left) and the threat of losing one's home (right) by type of commune; multiple an-
swers possible 
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4.7. Organisation of assistance 

Another topic area asked about the forms of and access to commune support for people who are 
homeless or at risk of losing their home. Three topics were of interest: (1) contact points and respon-
sibilities, (2) forms of commune assistance, (3) non-governmental providers and financial participa-
tion. 

Contact points and responsibilities in the communes 

People experiencing homelessness or at risk of losing their home have access to social services in the 
communes (in 83.4% of all communes in the case of homelessness, in 84.1% for those at risk of losing 
their home) as the central – and often only – point of contact (Fig. 12). In 63.1% of communes (or 69% 
in the case of people at risk of losing their home), the commune administration is also the point of 
contact. 

 

Figure 12: Contact points in the communes, multiple answers possible 
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German-speaking Switzerland, the church is mentioned more frequently as a point of contact (34.0% 
vs. 12.6% in French-speaking Switzerland and 19.6% in Italian-speaking Switzerland). In French-speak-
ing Switzerland, the social services are mentioned less frequently as a contact partner (72.7% vs. 78.3% 
in Italian-speaking Switzerland and 88.9% in German-speaking Switzerland). The same differences (but 
with different relative proportions) also apply in relation to the threat of losing one's home. 

At what point does a commune start to diversify its contact points for people at risk of losing their 
home, or at what population size do communes no longer have any contact points for people experi-
encing or at risk of losing their home? The analysis shows that communes with a population of around 
8,000 or more have three contact points, while those with a population of less than 1,200 have none.  

Assistance 

The communes were asked what concrete help they offer in the event of homelessness and threat of 
losing one's home, over and above counselling by social services and financial support in line with 
material social assistance. Various options were listed, which could be selected or added to.  

Of the 616 communes that responded to the survey, 28.6% reported that they had no additional ser-
vices (Fig. 13). The remaining communes provide financial support, e.g. through rent guarantees or 
housing cost subsidies (35.6%), offer (legal) advice on housing issues (35.2%) or provide access to short 
and long-term accommodation (31.5%).  

The extent of additional support varies between urban, rural and intermediate communes (Fig. 14). 
The more rural the commune, the fewer additional services are available: while 54% of urban com-
munes offer legal advice on housing issues, the figure is only 31.9% for intermediate communes and 
just 25.7% for rural communes. The same applies to financial support: 55.3% of urban, 30.3% of inter-
mediate and 27.6% of rural communes offer such assistance. The six largest cities in Switzerland offer 
all services and do not refer people to other communes. 

Figure 13: Assistance from the communes 
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Figure 14: Assistance from the communes by commune type 

 

 

Accommodation options 

Another question was designed to further differentiate the type of accommodation. The answers were 
differentiated according to whether they were emergency solutions (bed in a shelter, short-term ac-
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Short-term bridging is found in all types of communes, albeit to varying degrees (Fig. 15). In particular, 
renting rooms in hotels or guesthouses and staying in emergency shelters is done in around 70% of all 
types of communes. Beds in emergency shelters, on the other hand, are found only in urban com-
munes and in the 'rural centre commune' type. On the other hand, the long-term letting of dwellings 
and the placement of apartments are not very common in all types of commune, but are most com-
mon in urban communes (28.6% of all urban communes let dwellings / 42% provide housing). 

Two types of accommodation were covered separately in the open response option: one commune is 
actively approaching property owners who intend to demolish their buildings and asking if it can use 
them temporarily; another commune is using free beds in one of its retirement homes. 
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Figure 15: Accommodation in the communes by commune type 

  

Admission requirements 

Even where communes offer other services to homeless people or those at risk of losing their home, 
these are not accessible to everyone. Instead, they are subject to certain criteria: residence in the 
commune, personal criteria (e.g. no drug addiction, mental health issues), right of residence. The 
strictest rules apply to the letting of residential property. According to the respondents, only 16.6% of 
the communes offer accommodation unconditionally; in 8.6% of communes, personal requirements 
have to be met; in 37.1% of communes, the person has to have had their (last) residence in the com-
mune and in 18.6% of the communes the right of residence in Switzerland is a prerequisite. The best 
option for those who do not meet the criteria is a bed in an overnight shelter. However, 55.7% of the 
communes offering this service also have access criteria. 

Figure 16: Access criteria for services from communes 
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Number of dwellings 

483 communes replied to the question on their own housing stock. Only 20 communes replied that 
they had their own housing stock, with a total of 3,071 dwellings. These are almost exclusively located 
in urban communes of large or medium-sized built-up areas, with the six largest cities in Switzerland 
each having more than 100 dwellings, making a total of around 3,000 dwellings.  

Only 28% of communes have access to non-governmental organisations offering overnight accommo-
dation (their own apartments, emergency accommodation, rooms, etc.). 125 communes are aware of 
non-governmental accommodation in their commune (provided by the church, charitable organisa-
tions, regionally organised associations, etc.). As was the case with the previous assistance, the over-
night accommodation that is not provided by the commune is for the most part located in the urban 
communes. 

4.8. Homelessness and the threat of losing one's home in commune policy 

In 19.6% of all urban communes in a large built-up area and in five of the six largest cities in Switzer-
land, homelessness is frequently an issue in commune policy. Even in the urban centres of medium-
sized built-up areas, homelessness is a frequent issue in only 4.8% of communes, and if a commune is 
not part of a large or small built-up area, the issue is rare or non-existent. There are no significant 
differences between the language regions.  

341 of the 616 communes replied to the question 'Does your commune have a policy, guideline, emer-
gency plan or similar in which you define how to deal with homelessness or the threat of losing one's 
home?' 192 other communes explicitly replied that they had neither a strategy nor a plan or a specific 
approach. The remaining 83 communes gave a wide range of responses. In 29 communes an 'emer-
gency process' is referred to, in 26 communes the response is that 'referral is made to other agencies'; 
A further 18 communes refer to social work casework, 7 communes respond that there is an ad hoc 
response and 3 communes name the commune's own housing options as a strategy. 

4.9. Cooperations and their evaluation 

In order to find out how satisfied the communes are with the cooperation structures, questions were 
asked about the quality of cooperation with the federal government and canton, other communes 
and property owners/administrations. Various cooperation topics were surveyed, which could be as-
sessed using a five-point scale. The category 'neutral' or 'don't know' was ticked most frequently 
across all cooperation topics (Fig. 17, hidden for the purposes of presentation in the following figures).  
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  Figure 17: The high proportion of 'neutral/don't know' answers to the questions on cooperation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Those communes that expressed a view are particularly dissatisfied with the support they receive from 
the federal government and cantons when it comes to setting up a support system. However, the 
communes would also like to see more cooperation with the federal government and the cantons 
regarding support for measures. In contrast, the communes are slightly more satisfied with the con-
ceptual support ('develop a concept'). With regard to cooperation in the operational area, the com-
munes are 'quite satisfied' with their canton. Satisfaction is high with regard to the clarification of 
financing issues.  

 

Figure 18: Satisfaction with cooperation with the federal government and canton on strategic (top) and operational issues 
(bottom) 
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The analysis by commune type (not shown) shows that the highest levels of dissatisfaction come from 
urban communes. Here, too, only just under 55% of communes answered 'neutral/don't know'. 33% 
are 'unsatisfied' or 'quite unsatisfied' with the conceptual support provided by the federal government 
and canton (compared to 11.3% of intermediate and 12.6% of rural communes). In addition, 33.5% of 
urban communes are 'quite unsatisfied' or 'unsatisfied' with the cooperation in setting up a support 
system and 29.3% with the support of measures. Similar levels of dissatisfaction also come from the 
urban communes in relation to the canton in terms of material assistance (accommodation/place-
ment, procedures in emergencies, development of principles, financing questions).  

Cooperation with other communes is consistently rated as 'quite satisfied' (Fig. 19).  

 

Figure 19: Satisfaction with cooperation with other communes on operational issues 
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Figure 20: Satisfaction with cooperation with property owners/administrations by type of commune 
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Housing market: This topic focuses on an 'overheated' housing market, the low interest of investors 
in alternatives to yield rents (e.g. cost rents); the lack of access to their own apartments. 

Target group: Some communes see major challenges concerning those affected by homelessness: 
they go to the authorities too late, have too high expectations of assistance, or are often unaware of 
the consequences of evictions or rent arrears. 

4.11. Conclusion  

Homelessness and the threat of losing one's home are not a problem for all communes in Switzerland, 
but they are also not exclusively concentrated in Switzerland's largest cities. The proportion of com-
munes reporting a number of homeless people is higher in German-speaking Switzerland than in 
French- and Italian-speaking Switzerland. 

Zurich, Basel, Lausanne, Bern, Winterthur and Lucerne, the six largest cities that took part in the survey 
and provided estimates of homelessness, estimate a total of 1,275 people without shelter, which cor-
responds to 59% of all homeless people estimated in the survey.31 The six largest cities that provided 
information on people at risk of losing their home, i.e. Zurich, Winterthur, St Gallen, Lugano, 
Biel/Bienne and Thun32, estimate a total of 4,730 people at risk of losing their home, which corre-
sponds to 60% of all people at risk of losing their home reported by the participating communes. These 
cities account for 31% of the total population in the survey sample. 

There are similarities in the extent to which communes are affected between the 'urban commune of 
a large or medium-sized built-up area' types. The functional importance of a commune in terms of its 
economic, social or cultural tasks and its housing supply could therefore be one of the causes of both 
problems. This is supported by the fact that the higher a commune estimates the number of people 
living in it who are homeless or at risk of losing their home, the tenser it also assesses the housing 
market in its commune.  

When it comes to the reasons for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home, the answers vary 
greatly depending on the type of commune. Urban communes see the reasons mainly in the individual 
financial, health and family situation of the people concerned, as well as problems in the housing mar-
ket (such as evictions or the role of property owners/managers). In rural and intermediate communes, 
the reasons are more varied and less pronounced overall, although financial reasons are the most 
important. It is noticeable that migration policy (residence status) is given little importance by all com-
munes as a reason for homelessness and the threat of losing one's home. 

In most communes, preventing and combating homelessness and the threat of losing one's home is 
the responsibility of the commune's or region's social services and the commune administration. 
These are the most important points of contact for those affected. Only in larger communes (with a 
population of around 8,000 or more) are there other contact points in addition to social services. In 
communes with fewer than 1,200 inhabitants, there is a high probability that there is no contact point 
within the commune at all. 

 
31 The city of Geneva did not provide an estimate of the extent of homelessness in its commune. 
32 The cities of Geneva, Basel, Lausanne and Bern did not provide estimates for people at risk of losing their 
home. 
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The majority of communes do not have their own emergency accommodation facilities. If necessary, 
hotel rooms are rented or short-term emergency accommodation is sought. Here, too, it is the urban 
communes that are somewhat more diversified – but only in the emergency structure. Only 20 com-
munes state that they are able to rent out their own housing, which means that most communes are 
also dependent on third-party offers for medium and longer-term solutions. The six largest cities in 
Switzerland all have their own housing that they rent out to homeless people or those at risk of losing 
their home. The figures in the survey vary between 180 and over 1,000 apartments. Almost all services 
outside of material social assistance are subject to access criteria – emergency solutions such as emer-
gency shelters as well as longer-term solutions (renting out living space). 

In communes outside of large or medium-sized built-up areas, homelessness and the threat of losing 
one's home is not a regular topic on the political agenda. Accordingly, strategy papers are only found 
in the larger urban communes. Emergency plans, on the other hand, are more widespread in the com-
munes. Only larger communes are active in this regard and they also express a greater need for coop-
eration and support, including from the federal government and the cantons (from the development 
of basic principles to assistance with accommodation, emergency procedures and financing). 

5. Best practice examples from the respondents' perspective 

As part of the interviews with the cantonal representatives and the online survey of communes, spe-
cific examples were sought of successful ways of dealing with homelessness and its precursors. These 
examples are briefly presented below. 

5.1. Cantonal homelessness services 

Individual cantons are beginning to develop a range of services in the area of homelessness and the 
threat of losing one's home. This allows them to better recognise needs, define target group-specific 
offers and network with civil society actors. Preventing and combating homelessness is considered a 
cross-cutting issue in these cantons.  

Best practice examples:  

- In the canton of Neuchâtel, the seven existing regional social services have handed over the care 
of homeless people to a foundation. The Fondation en faveur des adultes en difficultés sociales 
FADS coordinates all cantonal assistance for the homeless and is controlled and financed by the 
canton.  

- Several cantons (such as AI, GL, GR, NW, GE) organise individual parts of social assistance at can-
tonal level. Cantonalisation relieves the burden on communes' social services and provides an over-
all view. 

5.2. Cantonal and commune emergency concepts 

Some cantons and communes are developing contingency plans that outline how to provide at least 
temporary accommodation quickly – even in cases where no identity documents are available. 

Best practice examples:  

- The cantons of Glarus and Neuchâtel operate a telephone hotline which is available 24 hours a day. 
Callers can obtain information there if they need accommodation for themselves or a third party. 

http://fads-ne.ch/
http://fads-ne.ch/
https://www.ne.ch/autorites/DECS/SAHA/Documents/InfoAccueilUrgence.pdf
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- In the canton of Glarus, the cantonal police's on-call social service is also available to provide tele-
phone counselling in the event of social escalation in public spaces and at night. The on-call social 
workers are also available by telephone to provide information and advice to doctors on duty on 
difficult social issues. If necessary, the social services team will organise emergency accommoda-
tion. 

- The canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden has produced a document on how to proceed when a home-
less person needs to be accommodated.33 

- In the canton of Geneva, CAMSCO (Consultation ambulatoire mobile de soins communautaires) 
provides access to basic health care for people without health insurance and/or in precarious fi-
nancial situations. 

- The canton of Ticino has issued a press release to draw attention to shelters in the run-up to winter. 
To this end, it is in contact with the emergency shelters operating in the canton.  

- The canton of St Gallen has a charter which aims to improve cooperation between psychiatry and 
care institutions. 

- The city of Geneva has compiled on a website all the services available to people who are homeless 
or at risk of losing their home. 
 

5.3. Regional cooperation 

In rural and intermediate communes, the estimated number of people affected is much lower. Build-
ing a complex structure comparable to that of urban communes is not considered appropriate to the 
problem. Communes report that they have rather sporadic and irregular contacts with emergency 
shelters or other organisations operating in the canton. Some authorities are aware that people expe-
riencing homelessness often seek accommodation across cantonal borders and use services in other 
cantons.  

Best practice examples:  

- The Dipartimento della sanità e della socialità of the Canton of Ticino is in direct contact with all 
emergency shelters and hostels located in the canton and can thus mediate between the individual 
organisations at any time. 

- The canton of Appenzell Innerrhoden regularly asks property management companies to report 
vacant apartments. The reports go directly to the social assistance office. 

- With regard to volunteer work, the canton of Glarus strives to ensure continuity and therefore 
supports volunteer organisations. The involvement of volunteers enables a transfer of knowledge 
in both directions and provides a good basis for the development of comprehensive strategies that 
reflect more than just the state perspective. 

- In its response to a postulate concerning the securing of long-term funding for the Aargau emer-
gency shelter, the canton of Aargau refers to the need to involve all communes in examining the 
application.  

 
33 This is an internal paper that was referred to in the interview but cannot be discussed further for reasons of 
confidentiality. 

https://www.geneve.ch/fr/themes/social/precarite
https://www.ag.ch/grossrat/grweb/de/147/Startseite?FrmEntity=grweb.modules.dok.GrDok&FrmRequest=Download&DokId=4680399&Extension=.pdf
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5.4. Social planning procedure 

The cantons pursue social planning approaches in the field of housing through a combination of legal 
mandates, state service provision and civil society support. On this basis, they can derive needs for 
the prevention and avoidance of homelessness and provide evidence-based justification for the fur-
ther development of existing assistance.  

Best practice examples: 

- In its second social report (2013), the canton of Solothurn collected data on the situation on the 
housing market and housing supply in the communes. This provides a sound basis for assessing the 
problem of homelessness and the threat of losing one's home, highlights approaches specific to 
regions and communes, and underlines the importance of cross-policy understanding. There are 
further social reports in the cantons of ZH, AG, LU, BE and ZG. 

- In its strategy for combating and preventing poverty the canton of Basel-Landschaft has given hous-
ing a special status in the fight against poverty because of its existential importance and has defined 
housing as a separate field of action. Although homelessness was not considered an urgent prob-
lem in the canton of Basel-Landschaft, the social planning approach is useful for organising assis-
tance in the canton and the communes. 

- The cantons of Basel-Stadt and Basel-Landschaft have practical coordination bodies, such as an 
association of social services or a committee of civil society and government organisations active 
in the field of poverty reduction (e.g. Basel Social Conference or the Association for the Coordina-
tion of Social Work in the Political Communes of Baselland (KoSA)). This simplifies communication 
for the authorities, while the joint consolidation gives greater weight to the organisations' de-
mands, opinions and statements. 

5.5. Cantonal housing supply 

The housing market plays an important role in combating and preventing homelessness and its pre-
cursors. Individual cantons are seeking to build partnerships with property owners and property man-
agement companies, to strengthen building cooperatives or to make their own land available for in-
novative housing projects. 

Best practice examples:  

- The canton of Basel-Stadt runs a 'Coordination Centre for Precarious Housing', which is tasked with 
identifying precarious housing conditions and preventing them in cooperation with other cantonal 
departments, the owner and tenant community and relevant third parties. This is a cross-depart-
mental project that is part of social assistance.  

- The cantons of Basel-Stadt, Solothurn, Vaud and Ticino are trialling the Housing First or comparable 
project ideas. In the canton of Basel-Stadt, the first results on Housing First are available. 

- Many cantons in Switzerland promote cooperative housing construction and thus enable low-in-
come groups to have access to affordable housing. In doing so, they are helping to prevent exclu-
sion from the housing market. Information platforms such as Swiss Housing Cooperatives or spe-
cific advice centres such as the competence centre for non-profit housing construction are availa-
ble to the cantons. 

- In the canton of Bern, the Biel/Bienne project Gurzelen.plus is an example of a housing assistance 
association that is also a member of the umbrella association and therefore also aims to provide 
housing for homeless people in the canton. 

https://www.sozialbericht-so.ch/
https://www.sozialkonferenzbasel.ch/de/sozialkonferenzbasel.html
https://www.sozialhilfe.bs.ch/koordinationsstelle-prekaere-wohnverhaeltnisse.html
http://www.schwarzerpeter.ch/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Housing-First_2020.pdf
https://avenirsocial.ch/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/SA_06_21_004_004_Inhaltsverzeichnis.pdf
https://www.wbg-schweiz.ch/information/wohnbaugenossenschaft_gruenden/wie_finanzieren
https://www.wbg-beso.ch/kompetenzzentrum
https://gurzelenplus.ch/__trashed/
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- The Fondation Carrefour-Rue in Geneva receives free land from the canton of Geneva for its own 
projects.  

- The canton of Basel-Stadt has long had a housing promotion strategy which also promotes afford-
able housing. This has been supplemented since 2013 by a Housing Promotion Act (WRFG) as 
framework legislation and anchoring of the cantonal promotion measures at legislative level. The 
cantonal government is currently establishing a public-law housing foundation to acquire or build 
affordable housing. The FOH refers to other cantonal programmes on its website.  

6. Recommendations 

The following recommendations have been derived from individual analysis of the surveys and re-
search carried out in this study. They are grouped into four key overarching recommendations, based 
on the authors' knowledge of the subject. The general nature of the recommendations reflects the 
exploratory nature of this study, being the first of its kind; rather than formulate detailed recommen-
dations, it outlines four directions that warrant further clarification. 

6.1. Define homelessness and provide a national orientation framework 

The surveys of both the cantons and the communes revealed considerable differences in the under-
standing of homelessness and its precursors, and in distinguishing between different housing, or non-
housing, situations. The (estimated) number of people affected is an important factor. So is the devel-
opment of an administrative structure based on shared work. On the other hand, cantons and com-
munes with low estimates report that they consider homelessness, and even more so the threat of 
people losing their home, to be a challenge. Overall, homelessness, its precursors and dynamics in 
Switzerland appear to be a rather diffuse phenomenon that has not been clarified in the context of 
national reporting, such as in the National Programme for Preventing and Combating Poverty. Conse-
quently, there is still no harmonised data, no pool of good practice and little structured debate to 
develop a sustainable understanding of homelessness. 

Clarifying the terminology should therefore be the first step. This would help communes and cantons 
to categorise the phenomenon (if necessary), regardless of how they are affected. The existing ETHOS 
typology should be used for this purpose: it categorises homelessness and the processes of exclusion 
from the housing market and, on this basis, can be used to allocate responsibilities and develop skills. 
The ETHOS typology is widely recognised in European policy, research and practice and is based on 
evidence-based principles: 

Homelessness should be defined as people living on the street, in public places or in accommodation 
not intended for residential purposes (ETHOS typology, categories 1 and 2). These 'housing situations' 
are accompanied by a lack of legal title, a lack of exclusive rights of ownership and use, and a lack of 
protection of privacy (Edgar 2012). 'Houseless' people as defined by the ETHOS typology are people 
who live in institutions for a limited period of time, such as emergency accommodation. In addition, 
women and men in a shelter or refugees and other immigrants in reception centres are also counted 
as houseless. People who are not released from prisons, medical facilities or youth centres because of 
a lack of housing are also considered houseless. 'Insecure housing' includes people who do not have 
regular housing for themselves and therefore have to seek temporary shelter or people who are threat-
ened with eviction. 'Inadequate housing' refers to living situations that are not intended for conven-
tional housing. This includes garages, cellars, attics and tents. In addition, unsuitable rooms fall into 

https://carrefour-rue.ch/la-fondation/
https://www.entwicklung.bs.ch/wohnraum/strategie/strategie-gesetz.html
https://www.bs.ch/nm/2020-umsetzung-der-verfassungsinitiative-recht-auf-wohnen-rr.html
https://www.bwo.admin.ch/bwo/de/home/wohnungspolitik/wohnungspolitik-kantone.html
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the category of inadequate housing if, for example, these rooms are about to be demolished or because 
they are overcrowded or fall below the minimum size. 

Recommendations to the cantons: The problem of a lack of orientation should not be left to the com-
munes alone. A cantonal understanding with appropriate responsibilities is needed to ensure a mini-
mum of professional action and humanitarian care, to plan funding of measures and possible reinte-
gration programmes, and to support communes. 

Recommendations to the communes: Knowing which specific housing situation needs to be ad-
dressed is the basis for making a professional decision. This includes being able to differentiate be-
tween the dynamics of different forms of homelessness, precarious and insecure housing and thus 
being able to deal with the homelessness situation in an appropriately complex way, and knowing 
which other areas need to be addressed in the commune and cantonal administration. 

Recommendation to the federal government: This study can strengthen the professional network 
with the specialised agencies at cantonal and national level as well as with aid organisations and foun-
dations dealing with homelessness. It will also give new impetus to the first survey. It is particularly 
important to develop a common understanding based on the ETHOS typology. This will require further 
studies to examine new issues, conferences to disseminate the results, platforms for exchange and 
discussion, opportunities to present best practice, etc., or even a short information sheet on home-
lessness and exclusion from the housing market to raise awareness among those responsible in the 
communes and cantons. 

6.2. Examine overall support systems and strengthen regional cooperation 

Cantons and their communes should consider developing a dedicated homelessness service in those 
areas where homelessness and its precursors are a particular issue, based on the estimates of the 
number of people affected. Cantons with large and medium-sized built-up areas but low estimates 
should also consider doing so, as projections show they may also face these challenges in the medium 
term. In such a service area, cantons can identify needs, develop services and exploit synergies in 
collaboration with communes, civil society organisations and people affected by homelessness or at 
risk of losing their home. Defining a service area would also mean defining the service providers and 
service recipients. This would require clarification of the legal basis on which entitlements to services 
can be derived. Such projects are already being trialled or planned in some Swiss cities (Geneva, Zur-
ich, Bern, Basel). The cantons, which play an active role in the fight against homelessness, are already 
involved in the assistance system. In particular, they are constantly reviewing and adapting their own 
strategies. The cantons therefore already have experience in developing a service area that could be 
adapted. 

In rural and intermediate communes, on the other hand, the estimated number of people affected is 
much lower, which in many places also explains the reluctance of the cantons to take responsibility. 
It would be inappropriate to create a complex structure comparable to that of the urban communes. 
Regional cooperation makes much more sense. The communes concerned report that they have ra-
ther sporadic and irregular contacts with emergency shelters or other organisations active in the can-
ton. There is also a need to clarify funding and responsibilities. Moreover, some authorities are aware 
that people experiencing homelessness often go outside of their commune or canton to seek accom-
modation and services. Existing regional cooperation structures should therefore be used, in particular 
regional social services. These should be supported by their cantons to develop into specialist centres 
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for the homeless, precarious and inadequate housing – or it should be examined whether such a spe-
cialist centre should be set up at cantonal or inter-cantonal level. Communes with a low number of 
cases and which have had only occasional contact with homelessness and people at risk of losing their 
home should find a contact point in the regional social services (or in a cantonal/intra-cantonal spe-
cialist centre, see above) which can advise them and, if necessary, provide them with a network.  

Recommendation to the cantons: The development of a service area should be considered. In the 
process of clarification, the main focus should be on preventive measures, inter-agency coordination 
and the bundling of tasks, as well as the associated security of responsibility for the people concerned. 
Such a service field should also take into account the possibilities of reintegration into the world of 
work and the 'normal living space', which have been rather marginal in the past. In order to prevent 
housing emergencies, the cantons should find ways of passing on information to prevention centres 
as soon as landlords give notice, in compliance with data protection legislation. In cantons without 
large and medium-sized built-up areas, support for regional social services in terms of expertise and 
appropriate equipment for housing/non-housing issues should be examined. 

Recommendation to the communes: As a general rule, inter-agency structures for case-related and 
cross-case cooperation should be set up. These should also involve people affected by homelessness 
and at risk of losing their home as people with practical experience and real-life knowledge. Depending 
on the commune and geographical location, these structures can also be organised regionally, includ-
ing the creation of joint specialist units. Standardised procedures, access to (preventive) help and con-
crete services should be established as far as possible in the regions and communes (e.g. admission 
criteria for accommodation). As many people experiencing homelessness or at risk of losing their 
home are unaware of the support available, local and regional services should be easily accessible. 
Data protection issues also need to be addressed and ways found with local property providers to 
obtain early information about impending housing crises. 

Recommendations to the federal government: Homelessness should be linked to other policy areas. 
It was clear from the interviews that it is mostly the cantonal social affairs departments and the com-
munal social services that are in charge of the dossier. This means that relevant social policy, housing 
market and spatial planning issues are not automatically linked, even in cantons and communes with 
higher problem pressure. Concrete starting points for FOH initiatives could be the following topics: 

- Models of housing provision (especially affordable rented housing) and their links to health, social 
and educational issues and fields of action, 

- Social institutions in the housing market (housing cooperatives, housing groups, self-organisations, 
etc.), 

- Preventive structuring of tenancy law (e.g. options for assuming rent owed, taking on rent depos-
its), 

- Options for securing accommodation: taking over rent in cases of imprisonment/release, admission 
to or discharge from medical or psychiatric institutions, and housing issues (e.g. for destitute peo-
ple from the Schengen area, homeless people without a permanent residence). 

- Drawing on the knowledge and experience of people experiencing homelessness and at risk of los-
ing their home in developing potential solutions. 
 



Drilling, Küng, Mühlethaler, Dittmann (2022) Homelessness. Understandings, policies and strategies of the cantons and communes 50 

 

 

6.3. Improve housing provision and remove barriers to permanent housing for homeless 
people 

Both the cantonal and commune surveys agreed that there was a shortage of affordable housing. 
However, the challenge of keeping or finding housing was also mentioned, and barriers such as origin, 
family size and composition, debts and debt enforcement were identified. Although the threat of los-
ing one's home does not always lead to actual homelessness, it can be seen as a precursor. Regardless, 
a lack of housing security places a heavy burden on those affected.  

Communes assess the situation on the housing market as a direct function of the number of people 
experiencing homelessness and at risk of losing their home. The housing market therefore plays a 
significant role in combating and preventing homelessness and its precursors. The cantons recognise 
the real estate industry as an important partner in preventing and combating homelessness and strive 
for cooperation with regard to the target groups affected by exclusion processes on the housing mar-
ket. 

Recommendation to the cantons and communes:  

- Targeted support should be given to organisations and investors who create permanent housing 
for people excluded from the housing market, without expecting a return on their investment. In-
centives should be created for such promoters and investors. They should be networked with other 
housing developers and landlords in order to facilitate social mix situations. 

- Buildings and land that are no longer needed should be made available for new approaches to 
homelessness or sold at reasonable prices. Self-help organisations should be supported to become 
promoters of these projects themselves. 

- Pilot projects for the targeted provision of housing for homeless people, e.g. as part of Housing 
First, Tiny Houses or container settlements, family garden houses in winter, should be promoted.  

- Housing should also be made available to people with limited capacity for independent living, and 
low-threshold sheltered housing should be expanded. To this end, a network of such facilities 
should be established at commune and cantonal level to support integration into the primary hous-
ing market. 

- Promote self-help: Poverty research has long recognised that the reintegration of people affected 
by exclusion processes can be supported primarily through the peer approach. Accordingly, a drop-
in centre could be set up and run by people who have themselves experienced homelessness or 
the threat of losing their home. Self-help projects should benefit from easier access to financial 
resources.  

- The criteria for access to public shelters (especially emergency shelters, but also emergency rooms, 
short-term accommodation, etc.) should be standardised so that there is no mobility between com-
munes and cantons on the basis of emergency structures.  

Recommendation to the federal government: The FOH should use the 'Federal / Cantonal / Commune 
Housing Policy Dialogue' to reflect on and disseminate the results obtained so far, communicate more 
actively with the various actors in the cantons and communes and to include the issue of homelessness 
in the dialogue. The discussion on homelessness should also be conducted through other channels 
(Federal Commission for Housing EKW, housing networks), particularly in order to reach the various 
actors in the cantons and communes. In addition, networking with supporting organisations (including 
self-help organisations) outside the public administration should be promoted. 
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6.4. Improve data situation and establish monitoring 

Empirical data on the extent and structure of homelessness in Switzerland are unsatisfactory. The 
existing information base is too incomplete and the blind spot on homelessness, i.e. the 'hidden' 
homelessness that is not officially recognised by the authorities or institutions, is too large. Building a 
solid database requires efforts at all levels and the support of practitioners and researchers. The first 
national study (Dittmann et al. 2021), which is currently being carried out, can serve as an important 
indicator in this respect. 

The need to improve the data situation applies to the national, cantonal and commune levels. If the 
extent and changes in the number of homeless people and the reasons for their homelessness are not 
analysed, estimates of increases, decreases, needs and assistance models to be developed are largely 
hypothetical. Not only statements on the extent of the problem but also the needs assessments and 
the development of social planning assistance are then subject to a high degree of uncertainty. 

Larger communes and cantons already include the issue of housing shortages in their social reporting 
or turn to academia to produce statements in this regard (Drilling et al. 2019; Bonvin/Waltz 2021). 
However, monitoring still needs to be expanded to provide a more in-depth assessment of changes in 
homelessness at a regional or national level. In particular, people experiencing homelessness or at risk 
of losing their home should also be involved, bringing their experience to bear. 

Recommendations to the cantons, communes and federal government: 

- Set up a national monitoring system: This structure could be put in place relatively quickly for some 
areas of homelessness and produce rapid results. It could start by harmonising the users of com-
mune and cantonal emergency shelters, as well as non-governmental overnight shelters for the 
homeless, and, for example, registering them all on the same reference date. The user figures are 
reported to a central permanent monitoring centre, ideally located at federal level. It should be 
examined whether the Federal Statistical Office, with its expertise, could offer its services as a fed-
eral agency for the organisation, recording, processing and reporting of the data collection (e.g. 
also as part of the national poverty monitoring which has been submitted to the Council of States 
and which is called for in the motion34 now adopted). 

- The development of a database on homelessness and its precursors requires extensive networking 
between communes, cantons, the federal government, the research community and organisations 
representing the people concerned. 

Recommendations to the cantons: 

- The extent to which statistics on emergency accommodation and shelters can be better coordi-
nated for comparison between communes (or even cantons) should be explored. The statistics on 
housing assistance can also be improved by identifying people who do not have a home of their 
own or who use housing assistance services because they do not have a home. Residential institu-
tions, especially psychiatric institutions and prisons, should record the housing situation of people 
before and after their stay. 

 
34 Motion – Committee for Science, Education and Culture, Council of States; 19.3953 Regular monitoring of the 
poverty situation in Switzerland 
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Recommendations to the communes: 

- For smaller communes, it is generally a good idea to regionalise monitoring and pool resources 
accordingly. 

- For street homelessness, which is more difficult to measure, there are now a number of approaches 
that have been proposed in international professional discourse to generate data on homelessness 
in cities (e.g. street censuses, setting up local reporting systems, surveying day centre users) (Drill-
ing, Dittmann et al. 2020).  

Recommendations to the federal government: 

- Recommend the structure for monitoring. This includes a commitment at federal level to consider 
the federal government's responsibility for national reporting.  

- Support the willingness of statistical organisations to cooperate at all levels and to involve aid or-
ganisations and foundations that deal with the issue of homelessness and combat homelessness 
and its consequences.  

- Raise awareness within the Federal Administration that issues of homelessness, loss of housing 
and precarious housing situations can be integrated, for example, into existing and regular popu-
lation surveys conducted by the federal government (SHP, SILC) and also by the cantons and cities 
(population survey, family survey, neighbourhood survey). This provides information on how many 
households have helped other people with housing. It is also possible to determine whether the 
households surveyed here have ever been in a housing crisis situation due to a lack of housing. 
Both of these pieces of information would shed at least some light on the blind spot, which is be-
lieved to be quite significant. 
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8. Attachments 

8.1. ETHOS-Typology 

 

OPERATIONAL CATEGORY LIVING SITUATION GENERIC DEFINITION

Co
nc

ep
tu

al
 C

at
eg

or
y

RO
OF

LE
SS

1 People Living Rough 1.1 Public space or external space Living in the streets or public spaces, without a shelter 
that can be defined as living quarters

2 People in emergency 
accommodation

2.1 Night shelter People with no usual place of residence who make use 
of overnight shelter, low threshold shelter

HO
US

EL
ES

S

3 People in accommodation for 
the homeless

3.1
3.2
3.3

Homeless hostel
Temporary accommodation
Transitional supported accommodation

Where the period of stay is intended to be short term

4 People in Women’s Shelter 4.1 Women’s shelter accommodation Women accommodated to experience of domestic 
violence and where the period of stay is intended to be 
short term

5 People in accommodation for 
immigrants

5.1 

5.2

Temporary accommodation/reception 
centres
Migrant workers accommodation

Immigrants in reception or short term accommodation 
due to their immigrant status

6 People due to be released from 
institutions

6.1
6.2
6.3

Penal institutions
Medical institutions (*)
Children’s institutions/homes

No housing available prior to release
Stay longer than needed due to lack of housing
No housing identified (e.g. by 18th birthday)

7 People receiving longer-term 
support (due to homelessness)

7.1 

7.2

Residential care for older homeless people
Supported accommodation for formerly 
homeless people

Long stay accommodation with care for formerly 
homeless people (normally more than one year)

IN
SE

CU
RE

8 People living in insecure 
accommodation

8.1 

8.2 

8.3

Temporarily with family/friends 

No legal (sub)tenancy 

Illegal occupation of land

Living in conventional housing but not the usual place 
of residence due to lack of housing
Occupation of dwelling with no legal tenancy illegal 
occupation of a dwelling
Occupation of land with no legal rights

9 People living under threat of 
eviction

9.1
9.2

Legal orders enforced (rented)
Re-possession orders (owned)

Where orders for eviction are operative
Where mortagee has legal order to re-possess

10 People living under threat of 
violence

10.1 Police recorded incidents Where police action is taken to ensure place of safety 
for victims of domestic violence

IN
AD

EQ
UA

TE

11 People living in temporary/
non-conventional structures

11.1
11.2
11.3

Mobile homes
Non-conventional building
Temporary structure

Not intended as place of usual residence
Makeshift shelter, shack or shanty
Semi-permanent structure hut or cabin

12 People living in unfit housing 12.1 Occupied dwellings unfit for habitation Defined as unfit for habitation by national legislation or 
building regulations

13 People living in extreme 
over-crowding

13.1 Highest national norm of overcrowding Defined as exceeding national density standard for 
floor-space or uesable rooms

Note: Short stay is defined as normally less than one year; Long stay in defined as more than one year.

(*) Includes drug rehabilitation institutions, psychiatric hospitals etc.

What is ETHOS?
ETHOS is the European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion. It was developed by FEANTSA as a transnational 
framework definition for policy and practice purposes. It provides a shared language for transnational exchange.  It does not 
attempt to harmonise national definitions of homelessness in Europe.

ETHOS classifies living situations that constitute homelessness or housing exclusion. ETHOS identifies 4 main categories 
of living situation: Rooflessness, Houselessness, Insecure Housing and Inadequate Housing. These conceptual categories 
are divided into 13 operational categories that can be used for different policy purposes, such as mapping the problem of 
homelessness, as well as developing, monitoring and evaluating policies.

EUROPEAN TYPOLOGY OF HOMELESSNESS 
AND HOUSING EXCLUSIONETHOS 
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8.2. Guiding Questions Cantonal Survey 

 Leitfragen Stichworte 

Ve
rs

tä
nd

ni
s O

bd
ac

hl
os

ig
ke

it  

Welche Umstände führen im Kanton XY zu 
Obdachlosigkeit? Wer ist davon betroffen? 

Zugänge: Spitäler, Kliniken, Polizei, Jugendarbeit, Sucht 
und Gesundheit, Asyl, Strafvollzug; Demografisches: Al-
ter, Mann, Frau; Region: rural, urban, Agglomeration; 
Armut, Konflikte, fehlendes Netzwerk 

In welchen Politikfeldern gibt es Berührungs-
punkte mit dem Thema Obdachlosigkeit? 

Gesundheit, Justiz, Strafvollzug, Jugendarbeit, KESD 

Ist Obdachlosigkeit ein Thema im Kanton XY? Wo hört man davon? Wer hört davon? 

Wie steht es allgemein um den kantonalen 
Wohnraum? 

Mietzins, Veränderungen, Druck auf Mietende 

Ak
te

ur
e 

un
d 

St
ru

kt
ur

 

Welche staatlichen und nichtstaatlichen Ak-
teur/innen sind im Kanton XY in die Obdach-
losenhilfe involviert? Welche Leistungen er-
bringt dabei der Kanton? 

Struktur und Funktionalität der Sozialhilfe; Regionale 
Verbände; Involvierte Organisationen, Leistungsver-
träge, politische Projekte 

Wie sieht die Auftragskoordination und Zu-
sammenarbeit zwischen diesen Akteur/innen 
aus? 

Rollenverteilung, Finanzierung, Organisation, Koordina-
tion; Institutionen: Kirche, NGOs, Polizei, Private, kom-
munale Organisationen 

Wie hat sich die Struktur der Obdachlosen-
hilfe in den letzten Jahren verändert? Welche 
Entwicklungen stehen bevor? 

Abgeschlossene oder aufgegebene Projekte; Pilotver-
suche 

O
bd

ac
hl

os
en

hi
lfe

 

Welche Massnahmen gibt es zur Prävention 
und Linderung von Obdachlosigkeit? 

 

Worauf basiert die Obdachlosenhilfe? Gibt es 
einen offiziellen Ablauf, eine Strategie oder 
ein Konzept dahinter? 

Ablauf, Strategie, Konzept, Berichte, Studien, Analysen 
Sozialberichte; Interpellationen 

Wo erhalten diese Menschen Hilfe? Institutionen: Kirche, Sozialhilfe, Staat 

Welche Rolle hat der Kanton? 
Welche Leistungen erbringt der Kanton? 

Selbstverständnis; Sozialstaatliche Verpflichtungen 

Ha
nd

lu
ng

sb
ed

ar
f  

Was funktioniert in der beschriebenen Struk-
tur der Obdachlosenhilfe gut? Was funktion-
iert weniger gut? 

Kommt Hilfe an? Hemmungen für Personen, sich zu 
melden? Leistungen von Gemeinden, Zusammenarbeit, 
Kompetenzen, vorausschauende Planung; Meldungen 
über Schwierigkeiten, Unterstützungsbedarf seitens 
Kanton 

Welche Herausforderungen und Handlungs-
spielräume sehen Sie im Umgang mit Ob-
dachlosigkeit im Kanton XY? 

Politischer Wille, liberalisierter Wohnungsmarkt, knap-
per Wohnraum, kein Bedarf, Blockaden 
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Online Questionnaire Municipalities 
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8.4. Hochrechnung Obdachlosigkeit und drohender Wohnungsverlust Schweiz 

 

Formel Erläuterung  

∑ 𝑺"𝒊
𝒏𝑮𝒊

𝟏𝟎
𝒊'𝟏 *100 10  

Ś𝑖 
− 
𝑛!"  

= 10 Einwohnerklassen im Index 

= Summe aus dem Index 1 (i= Einwohnerklasse 1 bis 10) 

Anzahl Obdachlose (bzw. von Wohnungslosigkeit Bedrohte) des Index 1 
(i= Einwohnerklassen 1 bis 10) 

Division 

%-Anteil Einwohner/innen in den Gemeinden in BWO [n] an allen Ein-
wohner/innen CH [G] im Index (i= Einwohner/innenklassen 1 bis 10) 

 

Tabelle: Überblick über die extrapolierten Obdachlosenzahlen gruppiert nach Einwohnerklassen 

EINWOHNER/INNEN-
KLASSE 

EINWOH-
NER/INNEN-

ZAHL SCHWEIZ 

EINWOHNER/IN-
NENZAHL 

BEFRAGTE GE-
MEINDEN 

SUMME OBDA-
CHLOSE BEFRA-

GUNG 

HOCHRECH-
NUNG ANZAHL 
OBDACHLOSE, 

CH 

%-ANTEIL AN 
ALLEN OBDA-

CHLOSEN 

1 BIS 1'000 392’525 103’180 9 34.2 0.9 
1'001 BIS 5'000 2’465’323 667’343 121 447.0 11.7 
5'001 BIS 10'000 1’664’714 508’138 114 373.5 9.8 
10'001 BIS 20'000 1’563’682 508’314 198 609.1 16.0 
20'001 BIS 30'000 604’622 294’259 210 431.5 11.3 
30'001 BIS 40'000 382’750 213’033 210 377.3 9.9 
40'001 BIS 50'000 129’192 43’455 5 14.9 0.4 
50'001 BIS75'000 117’289 117’289 5 5.0 0.1 
75'001 BIS 100'000 158’781 158’781 220 220.0 5.8 
> 100'000 1’188’210 984’474 1’075 1’297.5 34.1 
GESAMT 8’667’088 3’598’266 2’167 3’809.9 100.0 

Tabelle: Überblick über die extrapolierten Zahlen zu den vom Wohnungsverlust Bedrohten gruppiert nach Einwohnerklassen 

EINWOHNER/IN-
NENKLASSE 

EINWOH-
NER/INNEN-

ZAHL 
SCHWEIZ 

EINWOHNER/IN-
NENZAHL, BE-
FRAGTE GE-
MEINDEN 
(N=515) 

SUMME VOM 
WOHNUNGS-
VERLUST BE-
DROHTE, BE-

FRAGUNG 

HOCHRECHNUNG 
ANZAHL VOM 

WOHNUNGSVER-
LUSTE BEDROHTE, 

CH 

%-ANTEIL AN 
ALLEN VON 

WOHNUNGS-
LOSIGKEIT BE-

DROHTEN 
1 BIS 1’000 392’525 92’025 48 204.7 1.3 
1’001 BIS 5’000 2’465’323 541’758 426 1’938.6 11.9 
5’001 BIS 10’000 1’664’714 401’650 391 1’620.6 9.9 
10’001 BIS 20’000 1’563’682 327’382 451 2’154.1 13.2 
20’001 BIS 30’000 604’622 272’185 1’361 3’023.3 18.5 
30’001 BIS 40’000 382’750 175’000 531 1’161.4 7.1 
40’001 BIS 50’000 129’192 43’455 40 118.9 0.7 
50’001 BIS75000 117’289 117’289 3’500 3’500.0 21.4 
75’001 BIS 100’000 158’781 76’183 40 83.4 0.5 
> 100'000 1’188’210 535’923 1’150 2’549.7 15.6 
GESAMT 8’667’088 2’582’850 7’938 16’354.6 100.0 




