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Introduction
Hands Up Mallee is a Collective Impact initiative which aims to create long term social change for the 
betterment of quality of life and overall wellbeing of the people of our community. Hands Up Mallee have 
worked to develop a common agenda with the goal to create a connected community where families 
matter and children thrive. The common agenda encompasses a shared understanding of the problem 
and collaborative approach to solving it with agreed upon actions. The common agenda was developed 
via consultation with partner organisations and service providers, consultation with more than 1,600 
community members from diverse backgrounds to gain an understanding of what community feel and 
want, and looking at what the research is saying.  

In early 2018 Hands Up Mallee posed the question “What works for and against all children in our area 
having a healthy, welcome and safe start to life?” As a result of extensive consultation with community 
members and service providers, and holding the Exploring the First 1000 Days event, three key areas for 
action, or leverage points, were able to be identified: 
• Prioritising the First 1000 Days of Life 
• Flexible and Engaging Service Delivery based on Trust and Collaboration 
• Affordable housing 

Housing was consistently identified by service providers as a major obstacle for many of the individuals 
and families they work with, and a barrier to achieving positive outcomes and quality of life. In line with 
this, a literature review was conducted to find out what contributes to housing insecurity in Australia, 
and how experiencing homelessness during childhood may influence development and outcomes across 
the life course. Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with key service providers in the Mildura 
area, consisting of agencies working specifically with a housing focus or whose client base experience 
high levels of homelessness. The information gathered forms a foundation for further research and 
action/work to be undertaken to address the housing issue locally.  

The figures tell us that the Mildura local government area (LGA) is an area with significant challenges, 
with many social indicators showing greater levels of disadvantage than state averages. As evidenced in 
the State of Mildura Rural City Report 2018 (Mildura Rural City Council) our LGA has lower than average 
education, employment and income levels coupled with higher housing stress, family violence and 
children under child protection orders, as demonstrated below.

VictoriaMildura
LGA

Indicator

Median weekly household income

Young people aged 17-24 years in full-time study or work

Young people aged 16-24 years receiving an unemployment benefit

Unemployment rate

Households with housing costs that represent 30 percent or more of household gross income

Children in low income, welfare-dependent families

People on long-term unemployment benefits (longer than 6 months)

Low income households (households in the bottom 40% of income distribution) with rental stress

Children subject to child protection orders (per 1,000 children aged 0-17 years)

Family violence incidents where children were present (rate per 100,000 population)

Family violence incidents reported to police (rate per 100,000 population)

$1,064 $1,419

57.1% 71.8%

7.3% 2.7%

7.3% 6.6%
8.0% 4.1%

14.8% 9.5%

10.6% 10.4%

30.8% 27.2%
2,568.1 1,129.2

823.8 387.6

15.0 5.2
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Aim 
This paper aims to provide foundational evidence regarding what factors significantly contribute to 
homelessness in Australia and what implications homelessness may have for the people 
experiencing it, including what outcomes may be expected across the life-course for children who
experience housing insecurity in the early years of life. Interviews with local service providers have also 
been undertaken to explore how local issues align with the broader findings.  This paper was 
commissioned by Hands Up Mallee, an initiative of Northern Mallee Community Partnership, in 
conjunction with La Trobe University, to be undertaken by a third year social work student on field 
placement. 

Definitions
The First1000 days refers to the first thousand days of human life, from conception to two years of age, a 
critical period for childhood development.
 
There are many different terms used to describe homelessness, and these are often interchangeable. The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) statistical definition of homelessness has been used for the purpose 
of this research, and determines that a person is homeless if they do not have suitable accommodation 
alternatives and their current living arrangement:
•  Is a dwelling that is inadequate
•  Has no tenure, or if their initial tenure is short and not extendable; or 
•  Does not allow them to have control of, and access to space for social relations

The ABS’ definition is described as emphasising the core elements of ‘home’ as it is interpreted in 
Anglo-American and European culture (ABS, 2012), and encompasses elements of ‘home’ inclusive of 
sense of security, stability, privacy, safety, and the ability to control the living space. Homelessness is 
therefore described as lacking one or more of these elements that represent home (ABS, 2012). 
Furthermore, the ABS comprise six operational homeless groups:
•  Persons living in impoverished dwellings, tents, or sleeping out
•  Persons in supported accommodation for the homeless
•  Persons staying temporarily with other households
•  Persons living in boarding houses
•  Persons living in other temporary lodgings
•  Persons living in ‘severely’ crowded dwellings

Methodology
In consultation with La Trobe University, it was determined that there was no requirement for ethics 
approval in undertaking this project as there would be no direct contact with individuals or families 
experiencing homelessness and no information gathered which would allow for specific individuals or 
families to be identified. Additionally, key stakeholders identified the issue of housing as a matter for 
further investigation; therefore the organisation is justified in carrying out this project in response to 
concerns raised directly by the local community.  Semi-structured interview questions were developed to 
obtain high-level information and were intended to identify systemic issues and not individual examples. 



Connected Community - Families Matter - Children Thrive6

Method
 
Data for this report was obtained by conducting a rapid literature review using La Trobe University 
databases Informit Complete and ProQuest Central, and Google Scholar. Information was also obtained 
via semi-structured interviews held with human service workers from six separate agencies with housing 
support programs or other related fields. For example, some organisations engaged were not specifically 
housing support agencies however work with people escaping family violence, people from culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities, and people engaged with statutory child protection programs. 
Therefore, assisting people to find suitable accommodation or resolve housing issues forms part of the 
core business of the respective agencies. 

Research question: 
“What factors contribute to insecure housing in the Mildura local government area and what are the 
implications for early childhood development?” 

Inclusion and Exclusion criteria
Inclusions: For the purpose of this paper peer reviewed articles and academic working papers were 
chosen as the main source of information due to accessibility, and as sourcing such literature was within 
the time constraints of the project. An eight-year range, 2010-2018, was placed on search terms, as 
articles outside of the current decade may not be relevant. Due to the limited data based on early 
childhood homelessness, no age constraints were placed on subject age.
Exclusions: Literature from countries with vastly different living conditions to Australia was excluded 
entirely from this review. As the aim was to gain insight into the housing situation in Australia specifically, 
international literature was excluded in general, with the exception of papers which discussed Australia 
as well as other developed countries (primarily the UK and USA).

Background
Much of the recent literature with an Australian focus draws on data from two key sources of information, 
being the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey and the Journeys Home: 
A Longitudinal Study of Factors Affecting Housing Stability survey. Both studies were designed and 
managed by the Melbourne Institute and funded by the Australian government through the Department 
of Social Services (DSS), with HILDA currently ongoing. 
HILDA is a household-based panel study that collects data about economic and personal well-being, 
labour market dynamics and family life, and aims to tell the stories of the same group of Australians over 
the course of their lives. The survey commenced in 2011 and follows the lives of over 17,000 participants 
annually, and guides policy-makers in decisions around policy areas such as health, education and social 
services. 
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The Journeys Home survey is the largest longitudinal study of homelessness that has been undertaken 
in Australia, and it involved nearly 1700 participants identified as homeless or at risk of homelessness 
across a two and a half year period beginning in September 2011. The study aimed to identify factors that 
contribute to homelessness and the strategies required to end it. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines social determinants of health as “the conditions in which 
people are born, grow, live, work and age” (2018), which are shaped by the distribution of wealth, power 
and resources at global, national and local levels. The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
identify early life circumstances, housing and residential environment among the key determinants of 
health and wellbeing (Australia’s health 2016 report, 2018).  Examples of the impact of housing on health 
and wellbeing include evidence which shows that people reporting the worst mental and physical health 
(the lowest 20%) in 2006 were two times more likely to reside in poor quality or over-crowed housing, 
and people living in low economic resource households spend less on medical and health care than 
other households. Furthermore, those in the lowest socioeconomic areas in 2014-15 were more than 
twice as likely to delay dental care or not seek it at all compared with those in the highest socioeconomic 
areas (AIHW, 2018). 

In 1948, the United Nations unveiled The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which sets out 
fundamental human rights to be universally protected. Article 25.1 of the Declaration details that 
everyone has the right to an adequate standard of living for the health and wellbeing of themselves and 
their family, inclusive of food, clothing, housing, medical care and social services. WHO draw similar links 
between health and housing by outlining that everyone having a right to health, with this being an 
inclusive right which extends beyond access to health care to the underlying determinants of health 
incorporating access to health information, food and water, and housing and so on (2018). In 
understanding health and housing as a matter of human rights, legal obligation is created for States to 
ensure these rights are upheld (WHO, 2017). 

A positive start to life is important for future development, health, and wellbeing of children, and a poor 
start can have adverse outcomes (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018). A Picture of 
Australia’s Children Report (2012) explains that homelessness experienced during childhood has been 
found to increase the chances of ongoing housing issues into adulthood, and suggests that homelessness 
as an infant or toddler may lead to physical and cognitive developmental delays. The data shows that 
approximately 80,800 (19 per 1000) children aged 0-14 years attended housing support services as part of 
family group in 2010/11, and a further 3,600 children (1 per 1000) attended alone. Children aged 0-4 years 
were most likely to attend with a family member (26 per 1000), as compared to 18 per 1000 being aged 
5-9 years and 13 per 1000 aged 10-14 years. The majority of children across all age groups were 
accompanying a female, and couples attending with children were more likely to be turned away than 
an individual with children. Valid unmet requests for housing assistance were typically due to a lack of 
available accommodation. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians were found to be 
over-represented in terms of the rates of children accompanying an adult seeking housing assistance 
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018).

Council to Homeless Persons (CHP) in Victoria outline the themes of the ABS’ statistical definition in their 
explanation of what constitutes homelessness (2018), and report that homelessness in the Mildura 
electorate rose nine percent in the period between ABS Census 2006 and 2011 ABS Census (2014). 
Mildura Rural City Council’s (MRCC) State of Mildura Rural City Report 2018 provides data relevant to local 
homelessness rates and comparison to Victorian statewide data. This information reflects that Mildura 
has higher than state averages in relation to homelessness (as defined by the ABS), percentage of 
dwellings rented from the government housing authority, and social housing as a percentage of total 
dwellings (MRCC, 2018). 
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Literature discussion
In reviewing the literature, several themes were noted regarding factors that contribute to homelessness, 
and were discussed consistently across multiple articles. These themes included family violence, 
childhood circumstances, health, and housing affordability considerations inclusive of policy influences.  
Neoliberal ideals have shaped the way in which housing has been conceptualised by both major 
political parties in Australian parliament over recent decades and have had a significant impact on policy 
decisions, development, and delivery. As discussed in the literature, political ideology and the resulting 
policies, particularly since the 1980s, have tended to construct housing as predominately a personal 
problem. (Nicholls, 2014; Solomon, 2017). Although historically favouring interventionist welfare state 
methods, the Labor government of the Hawke/Keating era of the early 1980s to mid 1990s embraced a 
more neoliberal approach. This saw privatisation, financial deregulation, and trade liberalisation take 
centre stage while welfare measures were tightened (Solomon, 2017). The influence of neoliberalism 
is commented on widely in literature pertaining to housing in Australia and has been shown to have 
contributed to the current housing crisis and the mechanisms put in place to address it. Of the articles 
accessed for the purposes of this inquiry, even some of those that did not have a political focus reflected 
on the role of government and policy in discussion of housing affordability and housing insecurity. Policy 
was mentioned frequently in the reading undertaken for the purposes of this review and was therefore 
included as a major contributing factor in the current landscape.   

In viewing housing as individual problem, both major parties in Australia have decreased provision of 
public housing to instead provide individual financial support for households to navigate the private 
rental market. Spending on public housing stock has subsequently been in decline (Morris, 2010; 
Nicholls, 2014) as funding is redirected to measures such as the Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) 
scheme (Clair, 2018; Johnson, Ribar, & Zhu, 2017; Solomon, 2017). CRA provides lower income families 
with additional financial support based on the level of household income and the amount of rent paid. 
However, the capped payment amount is a fixed national figure with no geographical consideration of 
housing cost and therefore does not account for vast differences in private rental prices across the 
country based on location (Morris, 2010). Further to this, whilst the CRA is vital in supporting low-income 
families in the private rental market, the amount provided has been overshadowed by the overall rise in 
the cost of rent, particularly in recent years. 

Another example of specific policy potentially having unintended effect is that of what is commonly 
referred to as the ‘first homebuyers grant’; that is, the First Home Ownership Grant Scheme (FHOS) 
(Morris, 2010; Nicholls, 2014), which is discussed at length as having contributed to the rising in the cost 
of housing. Both the FHOS and the Goods and Services Tax (GST) were introduced by the Howard 
government in July 2000, with the former introduced to help offset the financial impact the rollout of the 
latter would have on the housing industry. Despite initially being introduced as shorter-term measure, 
the FHOS still exists today and it is argued that the bulk of financial assistance offered by the scheme has 
gone to higher income earners who likely would have been able to afford to purchase a home in the near 
future even without the assistance (Nicholls, 2014). Therefore, the FHOS is thought to have provided an 
additional source of capital, which has served primarily to drive up housing demand whilst doing little to 
aid affordability for the lower income earners most in need of assistance. 

Other legislative considerations outlined in the literature include deregulation of the financial sector 
(Nicholls, 2014), policy around tax incentives such as negative gearing for property investors (Nicholls, 
2014; Solomon, 2017) and capital gains tax (Morris, 2010; Nicholls, 2014; Solomon, 2017). There are many 
factors to consider in relation to the current housing situation in Australia and while policy alone is not to 
blame, it has significantly contributed to, and sustained, the housing affordability crisis currently being 
experienced (Nicholls, 2014).
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In discussing the subject of policy and housing affordability, a formula referred to as the 30/40 rule is 
often mentioned (Baker, Mason, Bentley & Mallett, 2013; Clair, 2018; Nicholls, 2014). This is described as 
the typical measure used to determine housing affordability in Australia (Baker et al. 2013) and explained 
as those in the lowest 40 per cent of income distribution spending more than 30 per cent of gross 
household income on housing (Baker et al. 2013; Nicholls, 2014). Clair (2018) and Morris (2010) explore 
affordability simply as spending more than 30 per cent of income on housing, without specific reference 
to the 30/40 measure. In her article, Clair (2018) explores the implications of affordability issues and of 
housing support in Australia moving away from a supply-based approach and towards an individual 
household financial support approach, and draws comparisons to the UK and USA, and goes on to 
discuss links between this individualised support and increased residential mobility. The example is 
given of policy that can require people to move to a different geographical location for the purposes of 
gaining employment, such as those on job-seeking income support. In this context, frequent residential 
moves are more common among disadvantaged groups (e.g. those in the lowest 40 per cent income 
bracket) and this frequent moving could further add to existing disadvantage (Clair, 2018). 
Affordability in Australia has decreased substantially since the beginning of the 21st century. In the 
decade 2001 to 2011, the median house price in Australia rose from $167,000 to $415,000; an increase of 
147 per cent. By comparison, median income rose by only 57 per cent, from $36,000 to $57,000 during 
this same period, which equates to house prices rising by approximately three times that of income 
(Nicholls, 2014, p.331) and demonstrates an ongoing trend towards issues with housing affordability in 
Australia and indicates that income growth has been far surpassed by housing costs (Morris, 2010).  As 
previously mentioned, spending more than 30% of income on housing cost is classified as being in 
housing stress and this affects other areas of spending. Higher expenditure for housing can result in 
decreased spending on other essentials such as food, clothing, educational resources, transport and 
healthcare (Baker et al., 2013; Clair, 2018), particularly in lower income households. Affordable housing 
is linked with positive impacts for school-aged children in the USA in relation to health and educational 
outcomes and, in adolescents, this extended to behaviour and school engagement (Clair, 2018). 

Quality of housing and/or neighbourhood is another consideration relating to affordability, with some 
households either choosing or needing to spend more than 30% of income on housing in order to secure 
adequate housing (Clair, 2018; Morris, 2010; Nicholls, 2014). Morris (2010) describes adequate housing as 
encompassing factors such as privacy, space, security, lighting and ventilation, infrastructure and 
location, and names affordability and security of tenure as components of adequate housing. In many 
locations across Australia, quality housing in safe and/or well-resourced neighbourhoods is not 
affordable, particularly in the private rental market where property owners are often investors looking 
to maximise profit and grow personal wealth. Clair (2018) also explores housing quality as a matter of 
child-wellbeing, which is linked with poor educational outcomes, and refers to the living environment of 
the child as a consideration in statutory child protection cases. The environment and/or living conditions 
of children can also bear relevance to family law matters and parenting disputes. 

Links exist between housing affordability, security of tenure, and health (Baker et al., 2013; Morris, 2010), 
and there are clear implications for children and childhood development and wellbeing (Clair, 2018). 
While the correlative nature of health and housing specifically will be discussed in further detail later, it is 
noted that multiple sources similarly described the role that affordability and tenure can play in 
influencing health and wellbeing outcomes. Nicholls (2014) refers to a mounting body of evidence that 
demonstrates the increasing difficulty low- and mid--income families in Australia are experiencing in 
accessing and maintaining accommodation which meets their needs without causing housing stress; i.e. 
adequate quality housing which is affordable. There is suggestion that security of tenure can have
 implications for mental and emotional wellbeing, economic implications – particularly for low-income 
households – and influence health and development outcomes for children (Clair, 2018). Furthermore, 
there is some evidence to suggest that renters in Australia are more likely to report having poor health 
than those purchasing the home they live in, and those who own their home outright are less likely to 
have a serious health condition (Morris, 2010). However, the precise influence of tenure on health and 
wellbeing has yet to be explored. 
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Health and housing are discussed widely in the literature as associated factors which influence one 
another and can have a bi-directional relationship; i.e. health can influence housing outcomes and 
housing can have direct, and in some cases causal, implications for health (Baker et al., 2013; Johnson et 
al., 2017; McLaren, 2013; Morris, 2010; Rumbold et al., 2012). In analysing data from the Australian 
Journeys Home survey, Johnson et al. (2017) found homeless women more likely to experience poorer 
health than housed women, and discussed homeless women as being at greater risk of serious health 
conditions such as HIV/AIDS, as well as issues relating to the circulatory system and skin disorders. 
Homelessness was thought to be a risk factor for women in relation to HIV/AIDS due to sexual 
transmission being one of the main avenues for contracting the condition and homeless women are 
exposed to a higher risk of sexual assault in the absence of a secure home (Johnson et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, sexual activity may be used as a means of obtaining protection, or food and other 
commodities, including illicit substances. Use of alcohol and substances is named as a coping strategy 
used by homeless women (Johnson et al., 2017), and this may expose women to further risk of 
contracting HIV/AIDS if using contaminated paraphernalia for intravenous drug use.  

Baker et al. (2013) discuss housing as a major environmental as well as social determinant of health that 
has implications for both physical and mental health, specifically in relation to housing affordability, 
security of tenure, and the quality of the dwelling. For example, inadequate heating or the presence of 
damp and mould can cause respiratory issues or worsen existing conditions, and improved quality of air 
in the indoor environment is associated with fewer visits to the doctor (Baker et al. 2013). Housing 
affordability can play a significant role in health because, as previously mentioned, higher 
accommodation costs influence spending in other areas such as healthcare, and this can be particularly 
relevant to low-income families.  

In analysing data from the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, Baker 
et al. (2013) are able to explore what impact current health has on an individual’s housing situation and, 
conversely, what implications housing may have on future health. The location of housing is a 
consideration and has been shown to effect wellbeing relevant to whether there is access to green spaces 
and social connections, vital services such as health and educational facilities, and whether the area is 
perceived to be safe. There is evidence that supports a correlation between mental health and housing, 
with poorer mental health outcomes apparent in lower socioeconomic households (Baker et al., 2013). 
As location of housing is linked with social connectedness, and social participation and connectedness 
are linked with emotional wellbeing, it is clear to see how housing in poorer neighbourhoods with lower 
quality dwellings and limited resources can have flow-on effects for mental health.  

Both housing and health are human rights issues (Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 1948, 
p. 7, Article 25), and this is discussed in the literature. In particular, Morris (2010) and Solomon (2017), 
who are detailed in their exploration of housing as a matter of human rights and the way in which it is 
influenced and impinged upon by policy. Everybody has a basic right to live with security, dignity and 
peace, and this is difficult to obtain without adequate accommodation. People who experience home-
lessness potentially face continuing infringements on their human rights (Solomon, 2017), particularly 
if sleeping rough and exposed to the environmental elements and the significant risk to personal safety 
and health that this form of homelessness entails. Solomon (2017) refers specifically to the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), ratified in Australia in 1975 and referring to 
both the right to an adequate standard of living and the right to optimum physical and mental health 
(Article 11 and Article 12 respectively), and comments on Australian governments’ failure to enforce these 
rights. It is asserted that policy views individuals not as rights holders, but as consumers within specific 
markets (Solomon, 2017). 
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Gender is often referred to in relation to homelessness (Cobb-Clark & Zhu, 2015; Diette & Ribar, 2015; 
Johnson et al., 2017), particularly in the context of family violence as a significant contributing factor in 
homelessness rates. Women are more likely to experience family violence and sexual assault at higher 
rates than men, while men are more likely than women to suffer violence overall, and men who 
experience violence are 23%-45% more likely to experience homelessness during the following six 
months (Diette & Ribar, 2015). The risk to safety and health is suggested to be greater for women living on 
the streets, and there is evidence to support that homeless women suffer from poorer health than 
homeless men do. For example, women are more likely to be exposed to serious health implications 
as a result of contracting HIV/AIDS, as previously discussed (Johnson et al., 2017), and it is noted that 
homeless men do not appear to be afflicted with the aforementioned circulatory and skin conditions that 
homeless women are found to experience (Johnson et al., 2017).  

Johnson et al. (2017) explore gender differences in the rates of homeless in several countries, and confer 
that women are typically less likely to be entirely without shelter, but are highly represented in terms 
of sheltered homeless, and living ‘doubled up’; i.e. sheltering with family, friends or others, and often 
over-crowed as a result. A further gendered difference is that women are much less likely to be homeless 
alone and are disproportionately represented in terms of being homeless and accompanied by children. 
Factors that may contribute to the findings include traditional parenting roles in Australian society, and 
family violence. As primary caring duties often fall to women in Australian families, women are more 
likely to be accompanied by children, particularly in the context of relationship breakdown. Women are 
also impacted at higher rates than men by family violence which is named as a leading cause of 
homelessness (Diette & Ribar, 2015; Johnson et al., 2017; McLaren, 2013), and often results in women and 
their children being forced to flee their homes and seek alternative accommodation to escape the 
violence. This can lead to staying indefinitely in refuges or with others in over-crowed and often 
unsuitable accommodation, due to a lack of affordable and available options, particularly for 
lower-income families who may require public housing.  

As income is a major consideration in housing accessibility, quality and affordability, employment has 
a major impact on housing circumstances for individuals and families. Conversely, homelessness has 
implications for education and employment engagement and therefore, as with housing and health, it 
can be argued that there is a bi-directional nature to the relationship between housing and education 
and/or employment. Links can be drawn between childhood experiences of homelessness and academic 
engagement, retention rates and outcomes (Cobb-Clark & Zhu, 2015; Johnson et al., 2017; Rumbold et 
al., 2012), and employment (Johnson et al., 2017; McLaren, 2013). Aside from existing rhetoric around the 
significance of education on employment beyond the context of housing experiences which falls outside 
the scope of this project, Johnson et al. (2017) illustrate ties between homelessness and greater 
disengagement from education and examines the implications of experiencing homelessness under the 
age of fifteen on adult employment.  

McLaren (2013) explores the role of employment in housing security for South Australian women in the 
context of escaping family violence and discusses the lack of support around employment generally 
offered by family violence services. Service design dictates that such services provide immediate support 
around the psychosocial and emotional needs of women in terms of self-esteem and assertion, 
parenting and the mother-child bond. The task of helping women to secure adequate housing is often a 
longer-term goal that is typically difficult given the lack of housing options available to them, particularly 
in the absence of employment. Programs in the United States that support women fleeing family 
violence to gain or sustain employment prior to entering an independent living arrangement show this 
has a positive impact for housing outcomes. Enquiry in Australia suggests that economically independent 
women are more able to escape abusive relationships and sustain their departure due to having broader 
housing options because of their employment (McLaren, 2013). 
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Residential mobility is a factor of homelessness or housing insecurity that can directly affect education. 
Frequent moves, either from one rental property to another or moving between different friends and 
relatives, often equates to school mobility as children are shifted from one locality to another and this 
can be especially common in disadvantaged households where transport may be an issue and attending 
the nearest school is the only viable option. Interruption to education during childhood can have social 
implications as established peer groups and friendships are disrupted (Rumbold et al., 2012), 
particularly as young children have less agency to maintain friendships outside of school than 
adolescents often have. In studying the impact of house moves on child mental health at age nine, 
Rumbold et al. (2012) suggest that there may be sensitive periods during early childhood in which 
residential mobility may be more detrimental than at other times. Evidence indicates that residential 
mobility during the critical period of birth to two years is associated with developmental consequences 
including increased internalised behaviour problems at age nine. It is surmised that this may be due in 
part to parental stress levels and disruption to family routine, and even very young babies experience 
stress however do not possess the comprehension or verbal skills to understand what is happening or 
have the sense of threat alleviated (Rumbold et al., 2012).  

As indicated in the literature, there are demonstrable links between housing and childhood 
development, however specific exploration of these links and determination of precisely what the 
implications may be across the life course has only very recently become a focus of research and there 
is great need for further examination and analysis in this area. As established in existing literature, some 
of the ways in which homelessness influences child development and wellbeing include contributing to 
parental stress and impacting family routines and functioning, disruption to education, access to 
healthcare and other essential services inclusive of education. 

Theoretical considerations

A number of interview participants referred to systems theory, attachment in terms of family 
relationships, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in relation to homelessness. There are also clear 
theoretical links to the literature, which frequently comments on the intertwined and bi-directional 
nature of housing and the factors that can be either contributing factors or resulting outcomes, and 
sometimes both. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs outlines a basic framework of factors that need to be in place for people 
to reach their full potential. At the base of this are physiological needs, inclusive of homeostasis, food, 
shelter and sleep, followed by safety needs that encompass physical, emotional and financial safety, and 
health and wellbeing. It was discussed by a number of participants that people experiencing 
homelessness struggle to have the elements of these two foundational levels of need met as a result of 
their lack of housing, which subsequently makes attaining anything further difficult as they are in a 
constant cycle of finding ways to have their most basic needs met. As is similarly described in systems 
theory, the lack of equilibrium or homeostasis has flow on effects and makes it difficult for people to 
maintain other aspects of life such as education and employment, both of which are often necessary 
factors for meeting our own physiological needs. 

Systems theory describes the way in which all parts simultaneously have influence on, and are 
influenced by, other parts of the system (Healy, 2014). In human terms, this means that the various 
aspects of people’s lives are influenced by each other, and interruption to one area of their lives will have 
flow on effects for other areas. Systems theory includes consideration of structural factors, and the ways 
in which people are influenced by their environment, including the home environment as well as wider 
community environments, political environment, and the culture and society in which they live. 
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Attachment theory was discussed both in relation to children in the context of child protection 
involvement and removal of the child from the primary caregiver, and also in terms of young people with 
complex family relationships who may be or become estranged from their family, and the implications 
this can have for their development. In considering the theoretical context, the importance of secure 
housing for positive childhood development and wellbeing becomes ever clearer.

Semi-structured interviews

In undertaking the semi-structured interview, six local services were approached for discussion and all 
six agreed to participate. Participants included individual staff members from legal, family violence, 
Aboriginal, culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD), and housing service backgrounds who work 
extensively, if not specifically, with people experiencing housing issues. Broad themes that arose from 
the discussions strongly reflected what was found in the literature, and included intergenerational 
considerations, family violence, overcrowding, economic factors such as unemployment and low income, 
a lack of housing access and affordability, and declining public housing stock levels. 

Every participant touched on family violence, with most discussing that is a common factor for the 
families they worked with. Naturally, this was the main theme identified by the participant working in a 
family violence support role; however, it was frequently identified by other services also. This is 
particularly relevant in relation to young children and child protection involvement, as family violence 
often displaces the affected parent and their children, and then questions are raised from a statutory 
perspective regarding whether the children are safe enough as the family are unhoused. Furthermore, 
housing insecurity has major implications for the reunification process for children removed from their 
parent/s in child protection cases. 

Blacklisting was frequently raised as an issue contributing to housing difficulties for families, and 
explained as flagging people as high-risk tenants. In many cases, this excludes them from State 
assistance and public housing options for a period of time that is often extensive. Service providers 
reported that people are most often blacklisted with public housing providers and/or real estate agencies 
in relation to damage done to properties or rent arrears, and it is often directly related to family violence, 
substance abuse and gambling addiction. Blacklisting was discussed predominately in the context of 
family violence, and it was raised that leases are typically in the name of the woman in the household, 
which then results in the woman being legally liable for any damage or rent in arrears and subsequently 
being the person who is blacklisted. This is then further compounded if the woman flees the home to 
escape the violence, as she now has little chance of being able to secure adequate housing due to being 
deemed to be a high-risk tenant. 

The issue of people having difficulty accessing the rental market as a result of poor rental history or 
absence of a rental history was raised, and is particularly relevant to culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities. Additionally, a general shortage of options for crisis and/or interim accommodation was 
highlighted, with multiple services discussing clients being provided with very short-term motel or 
caravan park accommodation, or tents to go and sleep on the riverbank. In addition to a shortage of 
crisis accommodation, multiple services expressed that dwindling public housing stock further 
compounds the problem, and many people spend years on the waiting list to access public housing.  One 
provider queried whether public housing stock is being optimised, providing examples of one or two 
people living in a three bedroom property; and discussed difficulties of buying land in subdivisions to be 
used for public housing due to community perceptions regarding public housing tenants. 
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Unemployment and low socioeconomic status were identified as common features of many individuals 
and families experiencing homelessness, and in some cases was discussed to have an intergenerational 
nature to it. One participant who has worked in the service sector for many years identified working with 
people they had encountered as children who are now accessing services as an adult, often with children 
of their own. This was also identified in the literature, and highlights the importance of links between 
housing instability and difficulties maintaining education and employment. 

Service providers spoke extensively of a lack of community awareness, both in terms of the scope of what 
constitutes homelessness and how widespread the problem is in our local community. Additionally, it 
was discussed that there is a lack of general understanding of disadvantage and how this affects people’s 
lives. Some suggested strategies for addressing housing and affordability issues included development of 
a more accessible and transparent system for information regarding what public housing stock exists in 
the area; and solar panels on houses owned by housing authorities to lower power costs. A further 
suggestion to aid affordability was allowing tenants to have vegetable gardens in public housing 
properties without penalty or allocation of communal land for community vegetable gardens. This would 
assist with food costs and provide additional resources to support healthy eating, which is vital good 
health and development, particularly during pregnancy and throughout childhood. Capacity building 
opportunities for disadvantaged families to help build on and mobilise existing capacity, and increased 
awareness and collaboration from the private rental sector was also discussed.

Recommendations 
In light of the findings from the literature review and the semi-structured interviews undertaken with 
service providers to gain an understanding of the local context, recommendations for addressing housing 
issues in the Mildura LGA are as follows: 

1. Community awareness - Raising awareness among community members of how widespread the 
problem is in the local area and of the implications of homelessness, both short and long term, and the 
links between housing insecurity and other issues such as school engagement, employment, and health. 
2. Common understanding – Homelessness is often thought of only in terms of those sleeping rough 
out on the streets, however outlined by WHO and demonstrated in the literature, there is a much broader 
definition which needs to be understood for the scope of the problem to be fully recognised and ad-
dressed. 
3. Further research - As this paper provides only a broad overview of the contributing factors to, and 
implications that can result from, homelessness, research that takes a more focussed approach to some 
of the key factors may be useful in determining solutions. Furthermore, the scope of this research project 
did not allow for exploration of strategies already being developed and/or used in Australia.  
4. Local data collection - Collecting/collating of data relating specifically to families with young 
children, for example 0 – 2 years and 3 – 8 years who are seeking assistance in relation to housing 
insecurity.
5. Service collaboration - Further development and extension of existing networks and 
opportunities for development of new networks to maximise resources and reach in the community. This 
aligns with the second of three key areas identified at the First 1000 Days event in early 2018; i.e. Flexible 
and Engaging Service Delivery based on Trust and Collaboration. 
6. Impact of community leaders - Prominent members of our community taking a proactive and 
public approach to solving the issue of homelessness, such as new innovative partnerships between the 
private sector and service sector. 
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Conclusion
The literature clearly demonstrates the undeniable impact of insecure housing on health and wellbeing, 
education and employment, and social connectedness. The importance of housing for childhood 
development is an emerging area of research, but already the evidence base regarding the implications 
for life trajectory is building. 

Data shows that the Mildura LGA is an area of significant disadvantage, with higher than state averages 
for many of the factors that are known to have links to homelessness. Via the semi-structured interviews, 
service providers were able to share further insight in the ways in which the constant tension between 
housing insecurity and other areas of disadvantage can have significant implications for many parts of 
life. 

Clear themes arose from the review of the literature and this evidence was echoed throughout discussion 
with local service providers. Without being provided with information about what other participants had 
discussed, there were unmistakable similarities between the issues raised by each, and clear links back 
to the main themes identified in the literature. Every service that participated explicitly discussed early 
intervention as key to changing the future picture, and as the knowledge base highlighting the 
importance of the first 1000 days of life continues to grow, it becomes more apparent that homelessness 
is an issue that must be addressed as a matter of urgency for the wellbeing of our community and our 
future generations.  
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