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On the 4th of May 2016, the Council
to Homeless Persons (CHP) held a
forum to launch the May edition of
Parity, titled ‘The Future of Youth
Homelessness Support’. A panel of
five people with direct experience of
being a young person without a
home, discussed their experiences
and insight into the youth
homelessness sector. One of the
panel moderators was Morgan
Cataldo, Melbourne City Mission’s
Policy and Strategic Projects Officer.
The other moderator was Ian Gough,
the manager of CHP’s Consumer
Programs, who has worked in the
social welfare sector for eighteen
years and worked with CHP since
2012. The four panel members who
have contributed to this article are
Aleisha, Hayley, Joal and Karuna.

Common trends and solution focused
strategies arose during the one hour
presentation. The panel discussed the
role of family breakdown, autonomy,
legal and social support, quality of
caseworkers and the importance of
accuracy in file notes specifying
system failures and traumatic events
limiting access to housing.

What are the key ingredients
for ending youth
homelessness?
Aleisha is a youth leader with
Melbourne City Mission and a
member of Frontyard’s Youth Services
Action Group. She has completed
studies in counselling and community
services, with volunteer experience in
the Middle East and in Melbourne.
Aleisha spoke about the necessity of
effective relationships between case
workers and young people. She

detailed the relationship should be
established on mutual trust and
focused on developing a sense of
belief in the consumer’s abilities.

Hayley is also a young leader with
Melbourne City Mission’s Youth
Action Group. She is a single mum,
works part-time and is currently
completing her Diploma in Health
Science. Hayley also stressed the
need for an effective relationship
between young people and housing
workers, to break the homelessness
cycle. She discussed the importance
of the worker being able to see a
‘client’ as a person first, rather than
automatically categorising the young
person. Hayley emphasised the
importance of workers being reliable
and focused on outcomes, applying
consistent engagement strategies
across time, along with flexible
approaches to casework. Additionally,
to help young people exit
homelessness Hayley stressed the
importance of youth support workers
prioritising consumer skill
development.

Joal a Graduate from CHP’s Peer
Education Program and a make-up
artist, reflected how she had
experienced homelessness as a child,
as a young person and as a mother.
She also asserted the importance of
workers facilitating the development
of life skills of young people. Joal
articulated the challenges she faced
due to organisational and structural
issues within the sector. She detailed
how this resulted in the need for
housing workers to go above and
beyond their job description to break
the cycle of homelessness. Like the
other panel members, Joal agreed
that workers need to focus on
providing practical support and
explain how housing in the homeless
sector operates. Joal also spoke
about the importance of support

workers providing effective referrals
for additional services and social
supports for young people.

Karuna is an undergraduate student in
Psychology. She works as a sessional
academic assistant researcher at
Swinburne University and works at two
centres on campus, the Learning and
Academic Skills Centre and the Swin-
Peer Assistance Centre. Karuna has
worked in the community sector
intermittently since 2004 and is a
previous winner of several awards
including the Swinburne University
Student Leader of the Year Award,
Vice-Chancellor Outstanding
Achievement Award and the
Swinburne Research Award. Karuna
discussed how the findings and
research from the Victorian Family
Violence Royal Commission and the
National Royal Commission into
Institutional Responses to Child Abuse
can both be applied to demonstrate
the correlation between homelessness
and abuse. Karuna’s own experience
as a homeless person validated this.
She stressed the importance of legal
representation, advocacy and
formalised documented victim
processes to address key factors of
the cause of homelessness for a
significant amount of people. Karuna
discussed the need for furthering
client centred approaches under the
guidance of human rights and
consumer legislation. Such an
approach should be directed by
clients and supported by both youth
advocates and legal representation.

The Need for a More
Accountable and Integrated
Youth Homeless Support
System
During the second half of the
presentations, the panel discussed
common gaps in service delivery
within the sector. The panel raised
issues related to the long waiting
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lists that are barriers to young
people finding temporary and long
term housing, as well as a lack of
service integration in the sector.
One consumer had attended an
access point eighteen times before
receiving the help they needed.
The panel made the connection
between unsafe housing options,
prolonged recovery and delayed
access to permanent housing.

Some panel members provided
examples of being passed from one
case worker to the next without
effective exchange of information
between workers. The panel spoke of
being exposed to negative narratives
about other clients along with
ineffective responses to institutional
failures and abuse. They discussed
how many young people are placed
in positions where they need to re-tell
their story over and over again in
disempowering circumstances. Issues

were raised about the lack of file
notes relating to their service needs,
minimising the experiences of young
people and resulting in a lack of
documentation around effective
strategies for intervention at the client
and system level.

The panel also provided insight into
the long-term traumatic impacts of
failed service engagement and
delivery. They discussed how this
exacerbated the impacts of
homelessness on their education
opportunities, socialisation, identity,
family relations and their ability to
assert their consumer and human
rights. Three of the four panel
members had observed a lack of
knowledge within many organisations
about the diversity of options to assist
consumers with housing issues.

The one hour discussion raised issues
and provided solutions that

reinforced the need to empower
consumers to direct their casework,
while ensuring they are well-informed
by accountable housing and support
specialists. The panel spoke of the
importance of young people
accessing lawyers when needed to
ensure accountability within the
system. They spoke of the benefits
accessed when their rights and legal
matters were dealt with professionally
to prevent the very difficult situation
of being left to fend for themselves in
the face of what can be dysfunctional
or inefficient institutional systems.
The panel identified additional
effective strategies used by support
services. These included solution and
strength based approaches that
focused on supporting professional
advocacy as well as self-advocacy,
with the aim of eradicating
discrimination and barriers that limit
young people’s ability to meet their
full potential.
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