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Methodology for a Systematic Search on Homelessness Among Older People

Note from the authors: This document was created with two readers in mind: those who are

interested in the intersections of homelessness and aging, as well as those interested in the details
of a systematic review on the topic of homelessness among older people. The main section of
this document outlines the methods used to compile a comprehensive list of resources pertaining
to homelessness among older people. The appendices that follow provide a more detailed outline
of the process of the systematic review in order to provide guidance to researchers wishing to
replicate the search. The challenges of conducting a systematic review in this area of research are
also discussed. We hope that researchers and students will build on this list in order to develop
new insights on the topic. Please feel free to contact us with additional references or your

research—we’d be happy to provide a link to relevant projects from our website.

The purpose of this review was to identify and assess the state of literature pertaining to
homelessness among older people, and to test whether it was possible to compile a
comprehensive list by means of a systematic review (i.e., the ‘gold standard’ of many journals).
It was difficult to identify a broad literature in this new domain of research at the outset of the
project. Formal searches identified a selected group of authors publishing most of the work in the
area, including J. Bottomley, C. Cohen, M. Crane, A. M. Warnes, and O. Washington. Apart
from this, the literature on homelessness in general, and in social gerontology was relatively
sparse. In 2010, we began an initial literature review for the project proposal through available
databases such Web of Science, google, and the Social Sciences Index; we supplemented our
findings using a snowball technique. A few years into the project in 2013, we had over 100
articles addressing homelessness among older people. Reviewer comments on a submitted
journal article however, prompted us to return to the database in order to conduct a more
systematic review. This document details the findings of that review, in light of our previous
research  report  (Grenier, et al., 2013; see http:/aginghomelessness.com/wp-

content/uploads/2012/10/Literature-Review-Aging-and-Homelessness.pdf).

The systematic literature search was conducted using the Web of Science databases in June

2014. Web of Science was accessed through the McMaster University library website, using
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McMaster University’s institution subscription to the databases. Web of Science collection
aggregates scholarly works from five separate indices: 1] Arts & Humanities Citation Index, 2]
Science Citation Index Expanded, 3] Social Sciences Citation Index, 4] Conference Proceedings
Citation Index — Science, and 5] Conference Proceedings Citation Index — Social Sciences &

Humanities. Over 8,000 academic journals are catalogued in these databases.

Our search quickly identified that a straightforward search identifying articles on homelessness
among older people could not simply be produced using a combination of search terms queried
in the existing databases. Research librarians at McMaster University suggested using complex
search strategies and formulas involving all relevant terms of interest. However, we found that
once these terms were searched together, very few results would appear, some of which were not
relevant to this project. After encountering this problem, a separate librarian advised us that the
search was too complex (e.g., the numbers of terms required to capture ‘age’ and the
phenomenon of homelessness), and that we would benefit from a more manual approach.
Despite the sophistication of the databases searched, and the complex nature of our search, we

needed to return to manual search methods in order to identify relevant articles.

The search began using several key terms used to refer to older adults or later life. These terms
included: “older adult”, “senior”, “elder”, “elderly”, “old age”, and “late life”. These terms
were paired with a group of terms referring to homelessness. These terms included: “homeless”,
“homelessness”, “unhoused”, “displaced”, “precariously housed”, “houseless”, “marginally
housed” and “on the street”. This search yielded many results, although upon review many
were deemed to be unrelated to the topic of homelessness among older people. A detailed
description of this search, as well as a list of relevant results found using this search strategy is

included in Appendix A.

We concluded that this initial search, while yielding many relevant results, was too broad. The
team made a decision to clarify the search terms to those most directly focused on the question at
hand: homelessness among older people. Initial searches involving all of the terms and phrases
referring to homelessness (listed above) were examined, and it became clear that in some cases,

the search terms produced works that did not directly pertain to older homeless populations.
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Many of the identified articles focused on broader issues of homelessness, or housing issues,
with little direct link to this review. Our concern was to know more about the specific group of
older people who became homeless—this included people who age in conditions of
homelessness (e.g., those who ‘age on the streets’) as well as those who became homeless for the
first time in late life. What we found, was that many citations included digital ‘tags’ on
homelessness or older adulthood, that caused them to appear in search results. While many of
these works could be considered generally helpful, they were excluded for being outside our area
of interest. That is, they did not help us to identify what was known about homelessness among
older people, or the specificities that occurred in relation to age and late life. Also, our funded
project focuses on those who are already homeless, rather than those at ‘risk’. To refine the
search in order to identify only the most relevant articles, we decided that the most effective
search terms to systematically identify relevant content on homelessness among older people
would include only the terms “homeless”’, “homelessness”, and “unhoused’ alongside the list of
terms referring to older adults (listed above). This search led to a more focused set of results.

More information on this step, as well as a full list of relevant works that were found using this

search, is also included in Appendix A.

After a detailed assessment of the results from the initial search, we compared results to the
resources that we had previously acquired. It appeared that the systematic review did not yet
cover those we had already identified through the snowball technique. We returned to our search
terms, in the aim of not missing valuable results by means of conducting a systematic review. In
addition to the terms from the initial search, three new terms referring to older adults were used,
including “aging”, “ageing” and “aged”. Therefore, the list of terms used to refer to older
adults in this updated search was as follows: “older adult”, “senior”, “elder”, “elderly”, “old

o« o«

age”, “late life”, “aging”, “ageing” and “aged” were used in the search. As mentioned above,
this broad search allows for all articles mentioning one or more of these key words to appear in
the results. In this updated search, we also attempted the search using a different combination of
search terms referring to homelessness. The terms “homeless”, “homelessness”, “unhoused”,
“shelter users”, and ‘“emergency shelters” were also included. These terms were searched

alongside the age-related terms (listed above).
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This search yielded many relevant results, many of which had not been found through previous
searches. Specific details on this search, as well as the full list of relevant results that were found
using this search, are included in Appendix B. Again, in our review, we made the decision to
focus exclusively on older persons who are currently homeless (i.e., those who aged while
homeless, and those new to homelessness in late life), rather than individuals who are marginally
or precariously housed. The Canadian Homelessness Research Network’s four-part definition of
homelessness states that those who are at risk of becoming homeless are often not considered in
the definition of homeless. That is, they speak to a slightly different population with different
needs. It is for this reason that for the purposes of the current funded project, the search terms
“precariously housed” and “marginally housed” were omitted from the final literature search.

This is however, certainly an important area for future research.

In an attempt to compile as comprehensive list of works pertaining to older homeless adults as
possible, we combined the relevant results from both the initial search and the updated search
(found in Appendices A and B, respectively). Together, the results from these previous searches
formed a list of 274 results: 132 relevant results from the initial search (including 4 from the “on
the streets” search), and 138 relevant results from the updated search. All duplicates were
removed. This left a list of 149 sources that were identified by the systematic review, all directly
pertaining to older homeless adults. This comprehensive list produced by means of a systematic
review is included at the end of this section. Additionally, we have included a list of English
sources that we have found relevant throughout the project, but that did not appear in any of the
searches outlined in this review. In fact, some of these sources do not directly relate to older
homelessness, and would have been excluded from our systematic review. Nonetheless, we offer
them as potential sources of knowledge. These sources, along with a more detailed description,

are included in Appendix C. We are also in the process of replicating this search in French.
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Appendix A — Initial Search

Identifying comprehensive search terms to identify articles on the population group of older
people is challenging in any topic related to aging. Medical literature tends to use the term ‘the
elderly’, with the terms ‘older’ being used in sociology or social gerontology, and ‘older adult’ in
practice contexts. A variety of terms that refer to older people were identified for our search. The
terms “older adult”, “senior”, “elder”, “elderly”, “old age”, and “late life” were employed in
the systematic search. This initial search was constructed to identify all articles that contained

one or more of these terms. This search yielded 1,106,339 results.

In order to identify articles specifically pertaining to homelessness in later life, terms and phrases
referring to homelessness were added to the search. Our first attempt was to be as broad and
inclusive as possible in order to identify as many articles on the subject as possible. Terms and
phrases identified as relevant included “homeless”, “homelessness”, “unhoused”, “displaced”,
“precariously housed”, “houseless”, “marginally housed” and “on the street”. This search

yielded 3,696 results, many of which were not directly relevant.

After manually assessing the results, researchers determined that many of the articles found were
not directly relevant to topic at hand. In particular, the phrase “on the street” was found to yield
more irrelevant results than relevant. For example, several articles that appeared in the search
results were related to the idea of older adults acting as “eyes on the street” in troubled
neighbourhoods. To overcome this, with the goal of a systematic search in mind, a separate
search containing only the terms referring to older adults (i.e., those mentioned above) and the
phrase “on the street” was conducted. This search yielded 76 results. These results were
examined manually to determine whether the works were relevant to older homeless populations.
Four of the results were identified as relevant to our purposes of identifying the state of the

literature on homelessness among older people. The four relevant references are listed below.
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Results from “On the street” Search (4 sources)
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After determining that many of the results produced in this search were not relevant to the topic,
the search terms were changed. The terms “older adult”, “senior”, “elder”, “elderly”, “old
age”, and “late life” were searched alongside the terms “homeless”, “homelessness”, and
“unhoused”. This search yielded 771 results. As with the previous search, these results were
examined manually to determine their relevance to the topic. A total of 163 results were

determined to be directly pertaining to older homeless populations.

This list was then scanned for duplicates. Two references were removed, leaving a total of 161
references. All book reviews were removed as well, but the books that were reviewed were

added. This left a total of 132 references. These references are listed below.
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Appendix B — Updated Search

After a detailed review of the initial search, we identified that a few critical terms were missing
from the initial search. Additional age-related terms were added to the search. The terms “older
adult”, “senior”, “elder”, “elderly”, “old age”, “late life”, “aging”, “ageing” and “aged”
were searched. The search with these additional words yielded 2,619,818 results.

The terms “homeless”, “homelessness”, “unhoused”, “shelter users”, and “emergency

shelters” were also added to the search. The exact search was as follows:

(“older adult” or senior or elder or elderly or “old age” or “late life” or aging or ageing or aged)

AND

(homeless or homelessness or unhoused or “shelter users” or “emergency shelters™)

The search yielded 1,896 results.

These 1,896 results were examined manually to determine their relevance. A total of 167

references were determined to be directly pertaining to older homeless populations. Once again,

duplicates and book reviews were removed. This left a total of 138 citations. These relevant

findings are included below.
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