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Introduction

On any night, there are almost 100,000 Australians who
are homeless. Nearly half this group is aged under 25
years, and young people aged 12 to 18 make up a quarter
of all those who are homeless (Chamberlain and
MacKenzie, 2003).

The Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP)
is Australia’s primary response to homelessness and is
jointly funded by the Australian and state and territory
governments. In 2005-06 almost 37,000 Australians under
25 years of age were SAAP clients (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, 2007). This does not include persons
under 18 years who accompanied a parent/guardian who
was a SAAP client.

This publication highlights some of the experiences of
homeless young Australians, drawing on responses to
Mission Australia’s National Survey of Young Australians
2006, as well as other recent research. Homeless young
people are a diverse group and the survey responses cannot
represent all of their experiences, however they offer rare
insights into the lives of a vulnerable group of Australians.

Defining homelessness

A homeless person is someone who does not have access to
safe, secure and adequate housing. Chamberlain and
MacKenzie (2003) define four levels of homelessness:

o Sleeping rough (primary homelessness) — people who
may be living rough on the streets, sleeping in parks or
vehicles, or squatting in derelict buildings.

o Stop-gap housing (secondary homelessness) — people
who are in temporary shelter, crisis accommodation or
staying with friends or other families because they have
no accommodation of their own.

® Boarding house residents (tertiary homelessness) —
people staying in a boarding house on a medium to long
term basis without security of tenure.

e Marginally housed — residents of caravan parks who
experience difficulty in accessing more mainstream
housing and rent out of financial necessity, rather than
lifestyle choice.

A significant proportion of homeless young people are
staying temporarily with friends or relatives. In some cases
the young person may return home after a ‘cooling off’
period, whereas others will start to move from one
friend’s house to another, in what is known as ‘couch
surfing’ (Chamberlain and MacKenzie, 2003).

How young people perceive their housing circumstances
may also not fit neatly with the above definitions, and at
Census time if they are staying with friends or relatives
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they may be identified as a ‘visitor’ rather than ‘homeless’.
Both of these factors could result in an under-estimation
of the number of homeless young Australians.

Homelessness and young people

The reasons young people leave home are complex and
include family conflict, physical and/or sexual abuse,
substance abuse and trauma. This has been described as
young people ‘running from’ family or personal problems.
This has been contrasted with homeless young people who
initially leave home to assert independence, escape
boredom, seek excitement or because of the allure of the
streets and this group is described as ‘running to’
(Rosenthal et al 2006).

Recent Australian research with close to 700 homeless
young people offers some important insights into the
reasons young homeless women and men give for leaving
home. Table 1 highlights both a range of ‘running from’
and ‘running to’ factors, with ‘conflict with parents’ being
clearly the most significant reason given by both males and
females. The research also shows some important gender
differences, with ‘anxiety or depression’ for example, being
an ‘important’ or ‘very important’ reason for close to 60%
of homeless young women leaving home, compared to less
than 40% of homeless young men.

Table I: Main reasons identified by homeless young
women and men for leaving home

Reason for leaving home Young women Young men
Conflict with parents 739 72.6
Anxiety or depression 56.7 385
Desire for independence 48.7 44.3
Violence at home between

family members 41.3 373
Desire for adventure 31.2 36.7
Traumatic event involving family 30.4 239
Personal alcohol and drug abuse 27.2 347
Physical abuse 27.2 21.0
Trouble with the police 10.6 27.1

Note: All figures are percentages of respondents who identified reason as
being ‘important’ or ‘very important’ in their leaving home.
Source: Rosenthal et al (2006)

National Survey of Young Australians

Since 2002 Mission Australia has conducted an annual
survey of young Australians aged 11 to 24 years which
asks what they value, their concerns, who they turn to for
advice and who they admire. In 2006 almost 15,000 young
Australians responded, and of these, 154 indicated they
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both groups identified the same top three sources of advice,
namely friend/s, parent/s and relative/family friend, but in
each case the proportions of homeless young people were
significantly lower. Friend/s were by far the most popular
source of advice for homeless young people, although at a
rate about 15% lower than for their counterparts in stable
housing. Other research by Rice et al (2005, p.1119)
indicates homeless young people are “...engaged in a great
deal of mutual social support and exchange of necessary
resources for surviving on the streets”.

Figure 3: Sources of advice and support

Who do young people admire?

The 2006 survey shows that homeless young people were
much more likely than other young people to identify
entertainers as one of the top groups of people they admire.
As Figure 4 shows, one in five homeless young people
indicated they admired this group and they were much less
likely than other young people to indicate that they admired
their family (15% compared to 33%). This is compatible
with the issues of family disengagement identified above.

Figure 4:Who young people admire
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Note: The data in this table is aggregated and includes items ranked one,
two or three by respondents.

Less than half of the homeless group identified parent/s as
a major source of advice compared to about three quarters
of those in stable housing. This again may reflect that
some homeless young people have disengaged from their
family networks. The data also raises the question of how
well equipped parents and relative/family friends feel they
are to provide advice to young people, particularly those
who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.

Homeless young people were significantly more likely than
young people in stable accommodation to seek advice and
support from the internet (37% compared with 17%),
community agencies (33% compared to 10%), magazines
(27% compared to 13%) and telephone helplines (16%
compared to 6%). This points to the important role that
community agencies and helplines can play in the lives of
homeless young people but also raises questions regarding
the adequacy and accuracy of information available, for
example, on the internet.

A higher proportion of homeless young people (30%)
compared to those in stable accommodation (15%)
indicated that they wanted more information on issues of
concern, suggesting that improvements can be made in the
availability and accessibility of good quality information to
homeless young people.

Alice’s story

Alice* was born in central Africa where at the age of
eight she witnessed her mother being raped and
massacred. Years later, her father and four siblings
immigrated to Australia as refugees. On top of her full-
time schooling Alice’s father demanded she care for her
younger siblings and maintain the household. Nothing
she ever did was good enough and she was regularly
verbally and physically abused. One day when she was
too sick to get out of bed, her father dragged her out of
the house for being lazy and told her never to return.

Alice called the police and she was referred to YASS.

When Alice first came to YASS she had never stayed in
a hostel before and was very scared and shy. She barely
spoke for the first week. Slowly, different staff began to
engage Alice and gain her trust. Over a period of two
months staff gained enough trust for Alice to tell her
story and begin to plan her future.Alice was successful
in getting into the YASS Transitional Housing Program
which provided her with stable accommodation for

12 months. YASS staff helped Alice to get into an
accredited course relevant to her chosen career, after
which she gained full-time employment. They also
assisted her to find private rental accommodation

which she now shares with her younger sister.

* Not her real name.
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