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HOMELESNESS (is not Houselessness) 
Introduction 
Every night approximately 100,000 Australians are homeless. Nearly half of these people are under 
25 years of age and 10,000 are children under the age of 12. 
 
Around half rely on the hospitability of friends, nearly a quarter bed down in boarding houses and 
caravan parks, and the rest rely on emergency accommodation or sleep rough under bridges, in cars 
or in parks. 
 
Social exclusion 
People who are homeless are amongst the most marginalised people in Australia. Homelessness is 
one of the most potent examples of disadvantage in our community and one of the most important 
markers of social exclusion.  
Homelessness freezes people out of opportunities that most Australians enjoy. 
 
 What does it mean to experience homelessness today 
They can be young or elderly, single or partnered and also be overseas born or indigenous 
Australians-many have accompanying children. 
Most homeless people survive on very low incomes. A single financial or personal crisis, family 
breakdown, or job loss can trigger homelessness-this may be short-term or may begin a cycle of 
homelessness.  
The experience of homelessness falls into four broad categories 

 Sleeping rough    14% 

 Staying with friends or relatives    49% 

 Emergency or crisis accommodation  14% 

 Boarding houses, caravan parks with no secure lease   23% 
           

Groups & Gender 
 

Males Females Children Families Young people Older people 

58%  with 
major  
reasons being  
financial 
difficulty, 
substance 
abuse & 
family 
separation 
and 
breakdown 

42%  many 
are with 
children and 
seek crisis 
accom  with 
main reasons 
being 
domestic 
violence & 
family 
breakdown 

Around  one 
in 10 
homeless 
persons are 
under 12 
years of age 

Couples with 
children have 
the highest 
turn-away 
rate as crisis 
accom is 
geared for 
singles and 
not couples 

Youth 
homelessness 
has doubled 
over the past 
20 years  main 
causes being  
domestic 
violence and 
family 
breakdown 

Older 
homeless 
have complex 
needs, are in 
poorer health 
and face 
lower life 
expectancy 
than the 
general 
population 
with some 
10% being 
veterans 

           Homeless by Age 

Under 12 12-24 25-44 45-64 65 and over 
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10%  36% 30% 18% 6% 

 

Causes of homelessness 

Lack of affordable secure housing 

The under-supply of affordable housing makes it difficult for people to leave crisis services. 
Public and community housing does not provide a safety net for all people at risk of homelessness. 
Overall, Australian Government funding for public and community housing has declined in real 
terms over the past decade. 
The private rental market has become less affordable. Many people who risk homelessness are 
private renters. 
There is also a critical shortage of affordable private rental housing. 
A growing group risk homelessness through rising rental payments which can force mortgage 
foreclosures. Australia is one of the least affordable housing markets in the world.  
 
Domestic and family violence 
Is the single greatest reason people seek support.  Without the right support women may have to 
return to their abusive partners. That is some women return to the home where the violence 
occurred rather than to remain homeless or allow their children to be homeless, Data shows that 65 
per cent of these children have had some form of sexual or physical abuse. 
Women escaping family violence often need specialist support services such as counselling, financial 
and legal assistance and physical protection.  And family breakdown and family violence are also the 
major reasons young people seek services. 
 
Unemployment and inadequate income  
Can prevent individuals and families from securing and staying in housing with many more 
employed people on low to middle incomes seeking emergency relief because of financial hardship. 

 

Mental Illness 
Mental disorders are 4 times higher amongst homeless men and women than in the general 
population.  Much of this is due to alcohol and drug abuse where the longer a person was homeless, 
the more likely it was that they would abuse alcohol or other substances.  
 
 Legal issues 
Homeless people are nearly twice as likely to have been in prison in the previous 12 months. 
 
Youth  
Younger adults if they have been through the juvenile justice system generally have not completed 
their education before imprisonment and lack the skills to obtain paid work. 
 
There is good reason to believe that youth homelessness can be the beginning of long term 
homelessness. 
 
Effects of homelessness 
Homelessness removes stability and connection in people’s lives. The experience of homelessness 
can lead people into substance abuse or trigger mental health issues. 
Homeless people tend to have poorer health than the general population. Rates of acute mental 
illness and chronic health problems amongst homeless people are high.  
Children are particularly vulnerable to the traumatic effects of homelessness. Children who have 
been homeless are more likely to experience emotional and behavioural problems such as distress, 
depression, anger and aggression.  
 
Extracted from the Green paper (discussion paper), on Homelessness issued in June 2008 by the 
Commonwealth of Australia 
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FORMS OF HOMELESSNESS AS DEFINED BY SOCIAL ACADEMICS  
 
1) Primary Homelessness ( Sleeping rough) 

When people are without conventional accommodation-living on the streets, in deserted 
buildings, in cars, under bridges, in improvised dwellings etc. 
 

2) Secondary Homelessness ( Stop Gap Accommodation) 
When people move between various forms of temporary shelter, including friends, 
relatives, emergency accommodation and boarding houses. 
 

3) Tertiary Homelessness (insecure tenure/marginally housed) 
 When people are living in accommodation that falls below minimum standards with no 
security of tenure or which is unsafe or harmful to their health. 
 
 
These definitions apply where the minimum community standards of housing have not 
been reached.  So anyone living below what is accepted as a minimum standard can be 
defined as homeless. 


