




In Conversation with… Michael Sanders

Gareth: Thank you for joining us today Michael on the podcast, just to start, could you just briefly introduce yourself please?

Michael: Sure, it’s a pleasure to be here. I’m Michael Sanders, I’m a professor at King’s College London, where I am the Director of the Experimental Government team. I was previously Chief Executive of What Works for Children and Social Care and Chief Scientist the Behavioural Service Team at the Centre for Homelessness Impact, which is the UK Government recognised What Works Centre for homelessness.

Gareth: Great, welcome, thank you. And one of the ways that we kind of met I guess, was through the, one of the recent reports you did, Sexuality, Gender Identity and Homelessness, for the Centre for Homelessness Impact. Could you just briefly talk a little about how that work came about and some of the key points for us? 

Michael: Sure, so one of the focuses of my work in the What Works movement, which is the group of people interested in trying to determine, basically, for a broad range of policies, if I do X, what will happen to Y, for a pretty wide range of Ys, including housing and homelessness, is in looking at disadvantaged, vulnerable and marginalised groups, and how evidence relates to them. So, statistics are brilliant. I love statistics. I have spent my entire life working with them. What they’re really good at is telling the mean, so the average of something and there’s a lot of experience that doesn’t get captured in the mean. In fact, the mean, you know, I don’t think deliberately, I don’t think there’s explicit racism or sexism or homophobia involved in this, but it typically privileges the experience of majority groups. So, you know, in many ways, straight, white, middle-class men, so people a little bit like me, and that’s problematic for a number of reasons. First, because we might expect most – a lot of our policy interventions, a lot of the things we’re doing, to have different effects on people from different backgrounds, and different life experiences and because we might want to target a lot of our interventions towards those who need help the most, which is often not, not the majoritarian group. So, if we think about this in the context, for example, of education, we know that the quote unquote “colonisation” of the curriculum, or however you want to describe or refer to that, means that that people from minority ethnic backgrounds in particular do worse on, on, in several subjects in different types of exam to their white counterparts. Now, to the extent that that is true, education interventions, which come from a similarly colonial perspective, might have the effect of being positive in terms of the impact on white people, whilst being negative and detrimental to people of colour. Now, what statistics will tell you is that the average person is being made better off, but actually a lot of what we’re doing is driving differences in experience and so we’re particularly interested in, that’s what I’m particularly interested in. And, LGBTQ+ people are a really important focus of that work, because while our larger, and this is something we’ll come onto later, while our larger administrative data tells us a great deal about what people’s ethnicity is, what their gender is, you know, whether they’re care experienced, none of the data tells us about LGBTQ people, except that we have really good reasons to believe, in a lot of cases and for different reasons within those groups, so you know, we shouldn’t treat LGBTQ+ people as a monolith, because they absolutely aren’t, they clearly have different outcomes, they clearly have different experiences but we are present totally incapable of telling whether or not any of our interventions are having positive or negative effects on those people, and that’s really problematic. And the first stage to that work was essentially to - Lígia Teixeira, who’s the Chief Exec for the Centre for Homelessness Impact, said “well you write down what we do know at the moment to kind of shine a light on this”, so this is sort of one of a series papers that we’ve worked on which is kind of – so Caroline Criado-Perez has the book Invisible Women which tells us about the missingness of women’s experiences in a lot of the data we’re looking at, a lot of the research we’re talking about, and that’s a really powerful and really important book, making an important point, but in the context of LGBT people, they’re not even invisible. You couldn’t write that book about LGBT people, because you don’t have enough data on how much data you don’t have. So, this, as I say, this paper was looking to begin to shine a light into what is quite a lot of darkness.

Pedro: And could you talk about any observations you’ve made from that work, and or, anything that sort of struck you as a result of the paper?

Michael: Yeah, of course. So, I think the main – the first observation which is really crucial is that we just don’t know a great deal at the moment, so even if we’re looking at observational, like how many LGBTQ+ people are homeless at any given point in time? How many are at risk of homelessness? We don’t have very good data. So the best administrative data that we have is the Homelessness Case Level Information Collection Data System, so H-CLIC I’ll call it here on out, as that’s a lot faster to say, and doesn’t require me to remember as many words - and that collects for people who are, people who are owed a preventative duty for homelessness, it does report their, their LGBTQ+ status. The problem, and this is the closest thing we have to a good administrative dataset, and in general it is good, because it tells you counts. It tells you how many people are in the data. For LGBTQ+ status, it’s pretty terrible. So, about 70% of all the people in the data are identified as heterosexual, and then all of the groups that make up LGBTQ+ between them, sort of, just about 3% and the rest is a very large, sort of, 20-25% slice of ‘prefer not to say’. Now, we know there are really good reasons why some people, and particularly LGBTQ+ people, and particularly within that context, probably trans people, might very well not want to tell the housing officer who they’re talking to that they’re LGBTQ+ or trans. When we also consider part of the reason people might be experiencing homelessness, or at risk of homelessness, might be rejection by their family as a result of their status, again that reinforces why you would have that huge wedge of ‘prefer not to say’ which you kind of figure, but cannot say conclusively, massively over-represents LGBTQ+ people. So, according to our best data source, in general, there are no LGBTQ+ people experiencing homelessness, but there’s clearly a wedge there, which we’re missing. So that’s sort of that. If you then look at surveys that are published by homelessness organisations, or LGBTQ+ organisations, or the intersection of the two, what you find is that these surveys of the homelessness population find, you know, much much larger numbers of people who are homelessness who are LGBTQ+. So, you know, that might be sort of 16% according to some data sets, it might sort of go up as far as a quarter of all people experiencing homelessness, might be LGBTQ+, which is a, you know, that’s a very large number, right, so, even with the most recent census, we don’t have an accurate count of how many LGBTQ+ people there are in the country, but, I think it’s safe to say it’s probably less than a quarter, and so if we’re seeing a quarter of all homeless people having that identity and that experience, and again, recognising that there might be some reporting issues there, that suggests we’re massively, we have a, a massive problem. Now, these surveys are problematic because people don’t at random decide to go and ask these questions. They’re quite often asked by organisations that are, that are LGBTQ+ led, or that have an explicit LGBTQ+ focus and so their surveys might be over-representing these groups in the same way, as, you know, the surveys that are conducted by Stonewall find very, very large proportions of young people are LGBTQ+, and whilst, you know, I respect Nancy Kelly a lot and she’s very experienced survey administrator, I’m sure she’s not administering surveys herself anymore, she’s rather more important than that, you have – there is always a question of what, who chooses to respond to a survey which is identified as being by Stonewall and so, you know, what we can say with confidence is  probably the proportion of homeless people who are LGBTQ+ lies somewhere between 3% and 25%, which is, that is not a lot of statistical precision. So, that’s sort of the first piece I think, that comes through from the paper. The second piece, which I think is, is just as important, if not more important, is that we have really got no idea what works to help this group of people. So, a lot of these people have become homeless because of rejection by family, or other things that are associated with their identity, and it therefore stands to reason that what might be needed to support them out of homelessness and into secure, long-term housing might be different to that of other people who have become homeless for other reasons, and you know, in our review we managed to find four papers published, which relate to three studies which are looking at anything vaguely resembling impact studies, and we’re not really finding very much in the way of strong evidence. So, not only do we need better quality data on what’s actually happening in the world, we also need much better evidence as to what is having a - what would have an impact for those groups of people. And, the nature of those studies is, in my mind to a certain extent, problematic. So, what I mean explicitly there is they’re focused on STDs, risky sexual behaviours and drug use, which, are issues in homelessness generally, but there’s kind of an implicit assumption that LGBTQ+ people, who are homeless, are engaging in particular types of risky behaviour, which at the moment we don’t have data to support the claim that they are. They might be, but it, it feels a little bit like an assumption is being made, which I would prefer to have good data, rather than make that assumption. Whereas, and, as a consequence, interventions are focused on sexual safety, reducing drug use, that kind of thing, whereas, a lot of the other things we talk about, providing support to other marginalised or vulnerable groups who have become homeless, care leavers for example, is more talking about how do we support and protect the people who are experiencing homelessness, rather than sort of, I don’t know, labelling them as junkies from day one. So, that’s more of a personal observation, rather than a real research finding. 

Gareth: Thanks Michael, that’s really interesting and does link onto the next question really. So, when we’re thinking about housing and EDI and that can be in the context of thinking about housing and protected characteristics or just kind of the many other elements of a person’s life that intersect. It can make pathways into and out of housing more complex, so just from your perspective, and we’ve touched on some of these things around care leavers, could you just talk about some of the issues that are particularly relevant for LGBTQ+ people.

Michael: Yes, so, there’s… as I say our data is deeply incomplete. There is a clear, as far as we can see, intersectionality between LGBTQ+-ness and other forms of identity that put you at risk of, of becoming homeless. So, young people in care are more likely to be LGBTQ+ than their peers and that is in part because in some of those cases they are driven into care by some aspect of their identity. So, typically their parents failing to accept them being gay, or failing to accept their gender identity. That obviously has - you know so, being in care is associated with a large number of risks, it’s associated with very high levels of homelessness and it’s associated with LGBTQ, so you’re having a second layer of risk associated there. You then also have - being in care is also associated with, sadly, other kinds of risky behaviour, and then again this is in association, not a causal relationship, and coming into care because of your family rejecting you is also associated with particular demographic characteristics associated with religion and particular, some combination of particular religions and particularly extreme expressions of religions, and, so that again creates another sort of intersectionality with risk. So, that, those are some of the risk factors around entering homelessness. Once LGBTQ+ people are experiencing homelessness, there are additional factors. They are, as is the case generally in society, they have a heightened risk of being a victim of an assault, or a particularly of a sexual assault, and you know, that’s especially the case for trans people sadly, and being, being homeless, particularly if you’re experiencing rough sleeping, that, that risk is heightened again. So you end up with sort of homelessness and LGBTQ+ status are another level of intersectionality once you kind of become homeless. Now, this is the result of research, which is largely survey based, again we don’t have good administrative data on all of this, the police records around the victimhood of crime and whether you’re a lesbian person, a gay person, or a bisexual person are very poor, that we have even worse data collection on people’s trans identity, within policing data, so this is all based on surveys that cannot be wholly reliable and I should say I haven’t conducted any of this research myself, I am talking, I am describing the research done by other people. So, there is a sort of, kind of clear phenomenon that comes across from taking the whole thing, where if you’re LGBTQ+ you are more likely to experience a situation that makes you at risk of homelessness, you are more likely to become homeless, even independent of that intersectionality, it's heightened by that intersectionality and then once you become homeless, you are at heightened risk both because you are homeless, and because you are LGBTQ+ while homeless, of experiencing particular forms of negative outcome and that sort of, that combines to what I feel is a very pressing need for us to both do more about this, and identify what is having a positive impact in this case… which is easier said than done, but you know. 

You haven’t asked me to solve it on the podcast, you’ve just asked me to…

Pedro: Well, funnily enough, my next question was going to be… we’ve talked a lot about the lack of disaggregated data, and that we don’t have a sense of the extent of the problem really, so, I wonder if you could talk about, in your view, what could be done to improve that data collection, if you have any ideas about that - it might be outwith your scope, but if you have any thoughts around that.

Michael: I have thoughts, so you know, we, we could invest much more heavily in higher-quality data collection which is disaggregated, which I think would be sensible in housing and homelessness, just in general, even aside from this sort of intersectionality issue, because we just, it is, it is hard to get an accurate picture of housing and homelessness, it is very hard to conduct randomised control trials, you know, these sort of, the simplest way of identifying whether something is having an impact, and something the Centre for Homelessness Impact is increasingly calling on, that, that lack of high-quality administrative data moves you into a space where you have to collect all of your data through lower-quality survey data, which is very difficult, particularly when you have people who pretty much, by definition, are not guaranteed to be in the same place a week later. So, right, in schooling, we know that most people are going to be in the same school as they are a week later, in policing we pretty much know they’re going to be in the same house, but that’s just not the case in, in housing and homelessness for, you know, reasons that don’t warrant labouring. So, if we had higher quality national data sets, we would be able to do many more evaluations, much more easily and much more cheaply. Lowering the unit cost of evaluations is a key component to making them more acceptable in social policy. So, for good or for ill, we do not have the kind of budgets to throw at research in social policy as we have in, as they have in medicine, right. So, if you think about, my favourite example, the Oxford AstraZeneca first randomised control trial, which Sarah Gilbert and Kath Green talk about in their book Vaxxers cost a billion pounds, which is more money than will have been spent on research in housing and homelessness ever, by, you know, probably an order of magnitude and that was one study. So, given that people are not going to put in the same kind of money, which, you know, I wish they would do, but I have to live in the real world, lowering the unit costs for better data collection is really crucial. Now, as I said at the top, we really need to understand whether those impacts that we’re seeing through RCTs and other forms of impact evaluation are having a sort of, are they a rising, rising tide that lifts all boats, or are there some people who are being left behind, or even being harmed by some of the interventions that we’re putting into place? We can’t do that without good data, not just about what’s happening to individuals, but also about the characteristics of those individuals, and their LGBTQ+ status, and that needs to be disaggregated beyond just they are LGBTQ+ and that’s a one, and then if they’re cis and straight they’re a zero and we need more disaggregation than that and we published a paper in the latter end of last year, obviously a different topic, looking at the experiences of students in higher education, we were able to disaggregate down to, well, basically individual letter level. So we had codes for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, people identifying as queer and asexuality. So we had a very granular level of information, and one of the things that we saw there was that the experience of bisexual women and the experience of bisexual men was radically different in terms of their experiences of higher education, you know, perhaps unsurprisingly given everything else we know, the incidence of mental health challenges was very high amongst trans individuals, but also asexual people have, you know, very, very different experiences to any of the other groups within that. So it’s not just enough to disaggregate LGBTQ+ then cis straight, we need to disaggregate much more, much more deeply than that if we’re going to be able tell things. Now, there are enormous - it’s very, very easy for me to say ‘government should spend more money on this, and it should collect better data’. What we know is that is going to be enormously challenging right, so even if we had a government with the will to do it, which not currently forthcoming, I should say I’m describing the Westminster government here, other governments are available. What we see in the H-CLIC data and what we see in the census data, I mean, so, the ONS, which is, you know, a very sensible, very serious, impartial body, not linked to the Westminster government in any meaningful way, put in literally years of effort trying to work out the best way to ask people some of  these questions and the numbers they’re identifying as LGBTQ+ are much lower than many of us feel is the true incidence in society. So, despite a not fully anonymised data, despite separation from government, despite some of the best surveying and statistical minds in the world working on it, they’re still undercounting because many people view their sexuality, their gender identity as a private matter, right? And that’s absolutely fair - I can very well see why you wouldn’t want to disclose that information to a census taker, much less someone who’s coming around while you’re rough sleeping, asking you, you know, how are you doing and also while I’m here, like, what sort of person do you enjoy having sex with? It’s kind of a weird question to ask in that context and I can see why someone wouldn’t answer it. And so, we need to work out, a) can we measure this better? And partly this is going to be a society-level journey, by which I mean young people, people in their teens, people in their 20s are, thankfully, much more comfortable sharing these elements of their identity, because of the fact that they have grown up in a society that is more accepting of, you know, being gay or lesbian or bi or trans or any of these other things. We still have a ways to go on that, and I say this from my immensely privileged, straight, cis position on this, but you know, we have a ways to go as a society but as we… as our society becomes more accepting, our data quality will become higher, and that’s not a good reason to become more accepting, we should become more accepting of people because it’s the moral and the right thing to do, but bonus, we’ll have better-quality data and so part of this, part of this process is to, is to make people feel as though the society they’re in is one that accepts their identity and therefore they are willing to give information about it to census takers. But that’s insoluble, right, there’s no amount of money that government could make available that would solve that problem immediately. 

Gareth: No, that’s really interesting, and you know, I think some, some, some points there might overlap with this last question, which I fear does now border on the ‘so we can we do to fix the problem,’ and I know you said we’d not asked you that yet, but more just thinking about the work we’re doing with this podcast is wanting to bring academics, policy makers, practitioners together to, to talk about work that’s been done, where we’re at at the moment, challenges, both good and bad, I guess. So, as you say, we can’t necessarily expect the AstraZeneca levels of money being pumped into to this type, but just for those listening who are maybe in a position where they can go away now and start to do something, what are some of your thoughts on the way we can be working to improve the situations in this context, for LGBTQ+ people in terms of homelessness prevention, access to safe housing, or just kind of awareness raising more generally.

Michael: Yeah, so, again I think I need to caveat the following, in that I’m not a, a housing specialist, I’m about as generic as it gets in basically every possible way, including my research area, which is incredibly broad and non-specific, which does not make for an easy career as an academic, I can say. So, I think, what we can do about it… so there is a need for more money, right, there is a clear need for more money, and there is a clear need to recognise, what I think comes across in the paper, and from everything else which you read, which is, this is a group with different challenges to, to cis het individuals, right? It is different. And, given what I’ve identified as a challenge of trust between government, whether that be national or local, and, and people for a number of reasons, we should work with, we should identify people who do have trusting relationships, you know, there’s a lot of charities that do have trusting relationships with LGBTQ+ people who are rough sleeping and there’s a, I would say, pretty strong argument for money being directed towards them, and what they can do to support people. I think, generally, and I may get in trouble with some of my colleagues here, I think academics are very bad at coming up with interventions that solve problems, compared to people whose job it is, day after day, to work with the people that have these problems and need them solving, and of course, the people themselves, so you know, a person who is both gay and has experience of rough sleeping is going to have way better ideas about what we should do to resolve it, than I am, as you know, someone who has read a bunch of papers about it and largely remained inside his nice cosy office. So I think there needs to be a funnelling of money, and a directing of money towards those groups and those individuals and helping them to build their interventions and the things they do to support people and then robust evaluation and I think that combination of, you know, putting the money where it belongs, and then ensuring what comes out of that process is robustly evaluated is the way, in pretty much every other field, that we have progressed to better outcomes, and I think we have to be mindful of the fact that what works for one group might not work for another, so, we have to try to resist the temptation to be like ‘well, this works overall, so we’ll just rebrand it, put, you know, LGBTQ+ on the door, we’ll put a rainbow flag inside and other than that the service will be exactly the same and,’ I’m being a little bit flippant, but you get the impression that some of these interventions have been designed in quite a flippant way and yeah, so I think as I say, I think, we need develop interventions in concert with people who have a better idea than I do about how they, how they’re going to work, and not expect what has worked previously to work, work in this specific context. Of course, it might do, and we should robustly evaluate that too, the, the idle ramblings of some academic is not what you should take as evidence, we should, we should build a robust evaluation around all the options that are on the table. 

Pedro: I think what you say there is, I think though there’s a place for both, and it’s about the, the, the collaboration between the two, so I think the roles of each of academics and data collectors and etcetera and are, can be as sort of important in terms of, in terms of utilising the stories and experience of, of sort of LGBTQ+ homeless people in this context, but anyone really if you’re thinking about lived experience, the people with lived experience may not have the skills to translate their experience into something meaningful. So, I think there’s equally a role for both, but it’s just about making sure that it’s weighed appropriately, I guess.

Michael: Yeah, so, I absolutely agree with that, I think there is space for both and that they can be partners. I think that does need to be a partnership. I think too often the relationship between academics and people with lived experience is hierarchical and it’s a hierarchy that favours, you know, people with lots of letters after their names, and as you say, an equal partnership sounds good, I would almost say I would prefer a partnership that’s flipped, so, you know, the, the power and the strength and that hierarchy should sit with people with lived experience and you know, we should recognise that evaluators and academics have a set of skills that’s useful and complimentary, but in some ways less useful. So, you know, there’s a, I can’t remember the name of the guy, so there’s the guy who invented televisions according to the Americans. So, not John Logie Baird, who actually invented them according to the Scots, but the guy who the Americans think, he was inventing the television and his brother-in-law wanted, (and this is basically lifted straight out of Sports Night so, accept my dated television references) so he was making the television, and his brother-in-law really wanted to help, and he was ‘I’m not an engineer, or I can’t do any of the complicated stuff to actually make images fly through the air between devices, but I really want to help, what can I do?’ And the guy says, ‘well, what I really need is glass tubes,’ right? And so his brother-in-law goes and learns to be a glass blower and makes the glass tubes for all those prototype televisions. Now, I really like this as an example, because I think people who have lived experience, or who have professional experience, so they’re working on the ground, are, they’re the smart ones, they’re the ones with the insight, with the new idea, because they’ve been exposed to it in their actual lives and they can think, you know, ‘oh, I could think of a way of doing my job better,’ or ‘oh, I wish this had happened for me when I was experiencing this that or the other,’ they have this real insight, they’re the genius, they’re the one who gets the Nobel prize and all of the rest of it for their accomplishments. Academics have a complimentary set of skills, and I think it’s our job to sit in the back room blowing glass tubes, which you know, helps to bring the whole thing together, but that is, as you say, that’s a translational task, right? The glass tube is merely the medium through which the thing, the actual thing occurs. I think we need to be very careful as academics to be very humble about what our contribution is, as say, you know, ‘we cannot do a lot of this stuff, because I’ve just not got the relevant experience,’ and obviously, it’s possible to be an academic and have lived experience of these things, I appreciate that, but you know, for people like me, my job is to blow glass tubes and to try and make myself as helpful as possible, and to put my skills, such as they are, in the service of people with lived experience, or with professional experience. So, that’s where I guess, that’s where I’m coming from.

Pedro: Yes, thank you. Anything you would like to add? Anything you feel we’ve not covered, anything you want to bring up, or any other sort of research, even if we’re on a wider equalities standpoint, or any other points around that you want to share?

Michael: Gosh, it’s a big question. So, I feel like I’ve probably talked more than enough for your listeners at this stage. I think there is a general need, as I said at the beginning, particularly in this sort of very quantitative space where statistics are king, to try and take a step back and say ‘is there a way we can make our science, our study, more inclusive, and to think more about equality, diversity and inclusion,’ and that goes across everything that we do, from the research project we choose to do, the analysis we choose to do, the data we choose to collect, but also the people who we take on as our students, and the people who we take on as our colleagues, right? It is, you know, it is perhaps unsurprising that every professor in the country looks and sounds quite a lot like me. I mean, especially at the moment, as I was teaching eight hours yesterday, so I’ve slightly lost by voice, so, that’s what the average academic, average professor sounds like, and as long as that’s the case, we’ll be doing less good research than we would be if we had a more diverse cohort of people at the top of academia and throughout it. And, it’s true in social care, I think there are a good number of people who are researchers and academics who were once social workers, and many of them retain their social work registration for reasons that are, you know, unique to them. There are relatively fewer researchers who are care experienced, but we see, you know, a real effort to bring that forward, I think we should look to see the same in housing and homelessness, again, this isn’t my field, but we, you know, that voice of lived-experience is not to be a thing that we bring in when it’s time to do that in our project plan according to our grant agreement, it should be a part of, of what we’re doing from top to bottom really.

Pedro: Great, it’s a good way to end the chat, thanks very much for sharing and, yeah, really, just really appreciate it.
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