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Homeless people in the 
Netherlands
• 27,000 homeless people (CBS, 2013), few of 

them sleep ‘rough’
• Strategy plan for social relief (2006-2014)



Homelessness and substance use: a 
prevalent problem

• Substance use is a prevalent problem among
homeless people
o Systematic review: 8%-59% alcohol dependence; 

5%-54% drug dependence (Fazel et al., 2008)

• Substance use among homeless people is 
associated with adverse outcomes
o E.g. premature mortality, more symptoms of mental

illnesd and a longer duration of homelessness



European studies on homelessness
and substance use are sparse

• Almost all studies concerning this topic report 
from the USA or Canada

• Important differences in homelessness and
substance use (drug culture, drug policy, drug 
market) between countries exist

• Therefore, local data are essential to inform
services systems and policy makers



Research questions

1. What is the prevalence of substance use, 
substance misuse and dependence among a 
cohort of Dutch homeless people, and what
substances do they use?

2. What is the course of their substance use
over 1.5 years?

3. Is there a relationship between the course of 
the substance use and housing status at 1.5 
years after becoming homeless?



Methods

• Longitudinal cohort study following 500 
homeless people

• Starting point: the moment they reported
themselves at a central access point for social
relief in 2011

• Two follow-up measurements: 0.5 years (T1) 
and 1.5 years (T2) after baseline

• Response after 1.5 years: N = 344 (67.1% of 
the initial cohort)

• Instruments: Europ-ASI (T0-T2), MATE (T1)



Results: prevalence (I)
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Results: prevalence (II)
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Results: substance misuse
and dependence
• Substance misuse: one or more positive

answers on items such as ‘In the past 12 months, 
has your use of [substance] led to problems with the police?’

�27.6% among these participants
• Substance dependence: three or more 

positive answers on items such as ‘In the past 12 
months, did you find you began to need much more 
[substance] to get the same effect or that the same amount of 
[substance] had less effect than it once had?’

� 21.5% among these participants



Results: course of substance
use
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Results: relation with housing
status after 1.5 years

Housing status after 1.5 
years

Total Used at both 
measurements
(n=151)

Not used at both 
measurements 
(n=111) 

Independently housed
(%) 

44.6 35.1 55.9 

Marginally housed (%) 8.2 11.9 a 4.5

Institutionalized (%) 35.8 37.7 a 28.8

Homeless (%) 11.4 15.2 a 10.8

Users at both measurements vs non-users at both measurements



Conclusions

• Cannabis is by far the most prevalent substance being
used among these Dutch homeless participants

• Hard drugs are hardly being used
• People who uses substance during a longer period

have a more disadvantageous housing situation
• The more disadvantageous housing situation of 

homeless people who use substances is in line with
previous research � this seems to be an issue across
nations

• Prevent chronic homelessness among this subgroup


