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What is homelessness? 

There is so much that is able to be stereotyped into 
someone that is sleeping rough with their sleeping 
bag or their unkempt hair or something because 
they haven’t had a shower today…but not everyone 
experiences it in that form. I bet you already passed 
20 or 30 people today that have some, or have 
experienced in their life, some form of 
homelessness.1 

 
I’d always been of the opinion that it was the 
individual’s fault. Up until I went through the 
experiences that I did, I essentially had no sympathy. 
The majority of my life I’ve been someone who’s 
been self-sufficient, someone who’s constantly had 
a job and been able to take care of myself. So I’ve 
always regarded the people you see on the street 
begging or using soup kitchens or food vans or 
anything like that…just, that really nasty opinion of 
it’s all their fault. And, really, shame on me for 
thinking that until it became a situation that I was 
put in.2 

 

The stereotypical image of homelessness is a 
person (usually a man) who is ‘sleeping rough’. 
This refers to an experience in which a person 
has limited access to housing and occupies 
improvised shelter.3 Often, this will be on the 
street or in other public areas.  

Rough sleeping is a complex issue experienced 
not only in Melbourne’s CBD. In fact, just as 

                                                           
1 Council to Homeless Persons (2017) ‘Hidden 

Homelessness–Sleeping in Cars’, CHP YouTube 
channel. 
2 Council to Homeless Persons (2017) ‘Hidden 

Homelessness–Living in Rooming Houses’, CHP 
YouTube channel. 
3 Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 

Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, Victorian State Government, 
p. 6. 
4 Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 

Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, op. cit., pp. 6, 29; Victorian 
Council of Social Service (2018), ‘Today’s Census 
data reminds us that homelessness isn’t confined to 
the Melbourne CBD’, VCOSS twitter. 
5 Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 

Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, op. cit., p. 7. 

many people sleep rough in suburban and rural 
Victoria.4 

Over the five year period to 2016–17 in 
Victoria, there has been a 72 per cent increase 
in the number of rough sleepers assisted by 
homelessness services for the first time.5 This 
indicates that the number of people sleeping 
rough is trending upwards, fast. As a result, the 
sector is often overwhelmed by demand for 
homelessness services, many of which have 
remained unchanged for decades.6 

Despite this increase, it is still the case that 
rough sleepers are not the largest group of 
people experiencing homelessness,7 though it 
may be more visible. 

Whereas rough sleeping is the stereotypical 
image of homelessness, the term also refers to 
people who are at risk of homelessness and 
who require assistance in receiving services to 
ensure that they can find or can remain in safe 
and secure housing.8 The term ‘housing 
insecurity’ is sometimes used to describe these 
experiences of homelessness.9  

Notably, the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) records that over the last four Censuses, 
the largest group of persons experiencing 
homelessness are people living in ‘severely’ 
crowded dwellings.10  

6 Ibid, p. 29. 
7 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census of 

Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 
2016’, cat. no. 2049.0, Canberra, ABS: see ‘Severe 
Overcrowding’; Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (2018), ‘Specialist homelessness services 
2016-17: Victoria,’ Australian Government. 
8 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services annual report 
2016-17’, Australian Government, February. 
9 D. Cobb-Clark, N. Herault, R. Scutella and Y. Tseng, 

(2016) ‘A Journey Home: What drives how Long 
People are Homeless?’, Journal of Urban Economics, 
91, 57–72. 
10 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census of 

Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 
2016’, op. cit.: see ‘Severe Overcrowding’. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W8JZaC_dmbo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W8JZaC_dmbo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9K4l6JL_hLU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9K4l6JL_hLU
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
https://twitter.com/VCOSS/status/973758143388930048
https://twitter.com/VCOSS/status/973758143388930048
https://twitter.com/VCOSS/status/973758143388930048
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
http://apo.org.au/system/files/127641/apo-nid127641-559426.pdf
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-2016-17/contents/contents
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-2016-17/contents/contents
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119015000790
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119015000790
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
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This measure has recently received significant 
media attention, with the release of new data 
on rates of homelessness and ‘couchsurfing’ 
among young people, particularly those living 
in Queensland and New South Wales.11 

Context 
Homelessness is a complex issue which is the 
result of many factors.12 Historically, ‘clear 
answers about the causes and consequences of 
homelessness have largely eluded researchers’ 
because of a lack of appropriate data.13  

This lack of clarity has begun to be addressed 
in recent years and studies have made many 
important contributions in considering the 
causes and consequences of homelessness. 
However, some commentators have stated 
that it is unclear if policy-making has been 
sufficiently impacted by such evidence.14  

This is reflected in statistics recorded by the 
ABS: despite Commonwealth Government 
intentions to address homelessness as early as 
2008,15 the ABS estimates that rates of 
homelessness are increasing across all of 

                                                           
11 C. Knaus (2017) ‘Couchsurfers at greater risk of 

suicide and self-harm than those on street, study 
suggests’, The Guardian, 18 April 2018; M. Koziol 
(2018) ‘Couchsurfing and living in cars: 11,000 
tertiary students are homeless’, The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 14 April 2018; J. Robertson and M. 
Perkins (2018) ‘Homelessness in NSW jumps by 
more than 30 per cent’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 
14 March 2018. 
12 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census of 

Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 
2016’, op. cit.; Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (2018), ‘Specialist homelessness services 
annual report 2016-17’, op. cit. 
13 N. Herault and G. Johnson (2016), ‘Homelessness 

in Australia: Service Reform and Research in the 21st 
Century’, European Journal of Homelessness 10:3, 
127–144, p. 132. 
14 Ibid, pp. 138, 140. See also: D. Cobb-Clark, N. 

Herault, R. Scutella and Y. Tseng, (2016) ‘A Journey 
Home: What drives how Long People are 
Homeless?’, op. cit.; D. McVicar, J. Moschion and J. 
Van Ours (2015) ‘From Substance Use to 
Homelessness or Vice Versa’, Social Science and 
Medicine, 136–137, 89–98; R. Scutella, G. Johnson, 

Australia. From 2011 to 2016, homelessness 
increased by 13 per cent.16 

Similarly in Victoria, ABS data shows that the 
number of people experiencing homelessness 
actually increased over the last three 
Censuses.17 From 2011 to 2016, in Victoria the 
number of persons experiencing homelessness 
increased by 12 per cent.18 

Aim of the paper 
This guide aims to unpack the stereotypical 
image of the rough sleeper as representative of 
the homeless population and to contextualise 
experiences of homelessness within recent 
data.  

The guide is not intended to provide in-depth 
statistical analysis. Rather, the goal is to 
address some of the common assumptions 
around persons experiencing homelessness by 
using the data.  

The guide does this by predominantly 
examining data on persons (or ‘clients’) who 
sought and received assistance from specialist 
homelessness services in Victoria in 2016–17, 

J. Mocschion, Y. Tseng and M. Wooden (2013) 
‘Understanding Lifetime Homeless Duration: 
Investigating Wave 1 Findings from the Journeys 
Home Project’, Australian Journal of Social Issues 
48:1, 83–110; G. Johnson, R. Scutella, Y. Tseng and 
G. Wood (2015) Entries and Exits from 
Homelessness: A Dynamic Analysis of the 
Relationship between Structural Conditions and 
Individual Characteristics, Australian Housing and 
Urban Research Institute, RMIT Melbourne. 
15 Department of Families, Housing, Community 

Services and Indigenous Affairs (2008), ‘The road 
home: a national approach to reducing 
homelessness’, Australian Government. 
16 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census 

reveals a rise in the homelessness rate in Australia’, 
media release, 14 March. 
17 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census of 

Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 
2016’, op. cit. 
18 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018), ‘Census of 

Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 
2016’, op. cit., ‘Downloads: State and territory by 
place of enumeration, Local Government Area’, 
data compiled by Parliamentary Library, Victoria. 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/18/couchsurfers-at-greater-risk-of-suicide-and-self-harm-than-those-on-street-study-suggests
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/18/couchsurfers-at-greater-risk-of-suicide-and-self-harm-than-those-on-street-study-suggests
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/apr/18/couchsurfers-at-greater-risk-of-suicide-and-self-harm-than-those-on-street-study-suggests
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/couchsurfing-and-living-in-cars-11-000-tertiary-students-are-homeless-20180414-p4z9ko.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/couchsurfing-and-living-in-cars-11-000-tertiary-students-are-homeless-20180414-p4z9ko.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/nsw/homelessness-in-nsw-jumps-by-more-than-30-per-cent-20180314-p4z4ds.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/nsw/homelessness-in-nsw-jumps-by-more-than-30-per-cent-20180314-p4z4ds.html
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-2016-17/contents/contents
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-2016-17/contents/contents
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/a810/cc78b03acdcd348dcb7c9891ef9f9e25e4ef.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/a810/cc78b03acdcd348dcb7c9891ef9f9e25e4ef.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/a810/cc78b03acdcd348dcb7c9891ef9f9e25e4ef.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119015000790
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119015000790
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0094119015000790
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953615002786?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953615002786?via%3Dihub
https://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=476578061885857;res=IELHSS
https://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=476578061885857;res=IELHSS
https://search.informit.com.au/fullText;dn=476578061885857;res=IELHSS
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/2155/AHURI_Final_Report_No248_Entries-and-exits-from-homelessness.pdf
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/2155/AHURI_Final_Report_No248_Entries-and-exits-from-homelessness.pdf
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/2155/AHURI_Final_Report_No248_Entries-and-exits-from-homelessness.pdf
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0013/2155/AHURI_Final_Report_No248_Entries-and-exits-from-homelessness.pdf
http://apo.org.au/node/2882
http://apo.org.au/node/2882
http://apo.org.au/node/2882
http://abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/2049.0Media%20Release12016?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=2049.0&issue=2016&num=&view=
http://abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/2049.0Media%20Release12016?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=2049.0&issue=2016&num=&view=
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0
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recorded by the Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare (AIHW).  

ABS data is also used, though this data is not 
comparable to the client data collected by 
specialist homelessness services. This is 
because the ABS only estimates numbers of 
people experiencing homelessness by 
analysing census data.19  

Despite these differences in the collection 
methods and definitions of homelessness in 
the data, using both sets of data is helpful in 
establishing a general picture of some of the 
experiences of homelessness in Victoria. 

Who receives assistance? 
In 2016–17, the three most common reasons 
given by people who received assistance from 
specialist homelessness services in Victoria 
were:  

 Family violence  

 Lack of affordable housing 
 Financial difficulties.20 

It is important to note that in providing reasons 
for seeking homelessness assistance, clients 
could give multiple reasons for seeking support 
(and so the percentages for the reasons given 
do not sum, see Figure 1). Sometimes, multiple 
reasons were provided by clients who were 
supported more than once.  

Providing multiple reasons for seeking support 
is important in that it indicates that 
experiences of homelessness are affected by 
complex causes and effects. Despite those 
complexities, looking at the most common 
reasons given by clients in seeking assistance is 
helpful in thinking about common experiences 
of homelessness.  

                                                           
19 Ibid. 
20 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2016-17: Victoria,’ 
op. cit. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Council to Homeless Persons (2018), ‘Fact Sheet: 

Family violence and homelessness’. 

In addition to the three main causes outlined 
above, 63 per cent of people who received 
assistance in Victoria over the same period 
were women.21 Thirty-three per cent of clients 
were single parents with children.22 

Figure 1. Reasons for clients seeking 
homelessness services assistance, 2016–17. 

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 
‘Specialist homelessness services 2016–17: Victoria fact sheet’, 
Australian Government. Infographic compiled by the 
Parliamentary Library, Parliament of Victoria. 

Family violence 
Family violence is one of the largest causes of 
homelessness in Victoria.23 It was also the 
leading reason given by clients of specialist 
homelessness services in the state in 2015–1624 
and 2016–17.25 

In 2016–17, family violence was the reason 
given by 44 per cent of people who received 
assistance in Victoria, compared to 37 per cent 
nationally.26 

As the Royal Commission into Family Violence 
observed in its summary and 

24 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2017) 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2015–16: Victoria 
fact sheet’, Australian Government. 
25 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2016-17: Victoria,’ 
op. cit. 
26 Ibid. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
http://chp.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Family-violence-fact-sheet-FINAL.pdf
http://chp.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Family-violence-fact-sheet-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/d4058209-ff3b-40ab-a53c-0f89262ea7ee/20530-vic.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/d4058209-ff3b-40ab-a53c-0f89262ea7ee/20530-vic.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
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recommendations, ‘family violence 
disproportionately affects women and 
children, and the majority of perpetrators are 
men.’27 The report also states that for decades, 
‘family violence services have been closely 
linked with homelessness services’.28  

The complexities of family violence services 
delivery and their relationship to homelessness 
services are beyond the scope of this guide. 
However, the Royal Commission into Family 
Violence further states that in cases of family 
violence, victim-survivors sometimes feel that 
when the alternative is homelessness, they 
have no option but to remain or return to 
abusive relationships.29 

In its recommendations, the Commission refers 
to the need for more robust homelessness 
services.30 Finally, the Commission notes that 
figures recorded by homelessness assistance 
service providers may be affected by under 
reporting. This is because people may not list 
family violence as a cause for seeking 
assistance when there are other, more 
immediate causes for seeking assistance, such 
as financial difficulty.31 

Nor does the scope of this guide permit a 
thorough analysis of the relationship between 
these three significant statistics relating to 
persons who received assistance from 
homelessness services, namely: gender, 
parenting-status and family violence. 

However, these statistics are important in 
breaking down assumptions and stereotypes 
around who the people receiving specialist 
homelessness assistance are, and why they are 
in the position they are in. 

                                                           
27 State of Victoria (2016) Royal Commission into 

Family Violence: Summary and recommendations: 
March 2016, Parl. Paper no 132, State of Victoria, p 
57. 
28 Ibid, p. 18. 
29 Ibid, p. 22. 
30 Ibid. See: Recommendations 24 and 222. 
31 Ibid, p. 56. 

In Victoria, the Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare statistics indicate that a person 
receiving homelessness assistance is very likely 
to be a woman; is very likely to be experiencing 
financial difficulty, housing crisis or to be 
escaping family violence; and has a one-in-
three likelihood of being a single parent with a 
child.32 

Affordable housing and financial 
difficulty 
In Victoria in 2016–17, 40 per cent of persons 
who received homelessness assistance sought 
assistance due to ‘housing crisis’.33 Thirty-nine 
per cent did so due to financial difficulties.34 

The two causes can be linked due to the 
significant impact of housing costs on lower-
income households and persons. It is therefore 
helpful to place experiences of homelessness 
in relation to the broader Victorian housing 
sector. 

Housing affordability 
Beyond its importance to the economy, 
housing is essential to people’s safety, health 
and wellbeing:  

Sleeping rough, in cars or in unsafe, 
unaffordable transient or insecure housing has 
severe effects, it is extremely stressful and 
damaging to people’s physical and mental 
health due to the fear, anxiety and violence that 
people who are homeless often experience.35  

Over the last decade, Victorians have been 
steadily spending a greater percentage of their 
income on housing, while property prices have 
continued to climb.36  

32 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2016-17: Victoria,’ 
op. cit. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Launch Housing (2018) ‘About Homelessness’, 

Launch Housing website. 
36 K. Raynor, C. Otter and I. Dosen (2017) Housing 

Affordability in Victoria, Parliamentary Library and 
Information Service, Parliament of Victoria, p. 9. 

http://files.rcfv.com.au/Reports/Final/RCFV-All-Volumes.pdf
http://files.rcfv.com.au/Reports/Final/RCFV-All-Volumes.pdf
http://files.rcfv.com.au/Reports/Final/RCFV-All-Volumes.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
http://www.launchhousing.org.au/research-advocacy/about-homelessness/
http://billy.vic.parl.local/services/library/SiteAssets/Research/pdfs/2017_6_Housing_Affordability_RP.pdf
http://billy.vic.parl.local/services/library/SiteAssets/Research/pdfs/2017_6_Housing_Affordability_RP.pdf
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Housing stress 
A recent report from the Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare estimates that 51 per cent 
of low-income households experience housing 
affordability issues due to rental stress, placing 
those households at risk of homelessness.37  

A common method for thinking about housing 
affordability is to determine the housing price-
to-income ratio of a household, defined as the 
difference between the household’s income 
and the household’s expenditure on housing.38 
Best practice puts an acceptable price-to-
income ratio, referred to as the ‘median 
multiple’, at ‘3.0’, in which the price of housing 
is no more than three times the household’s 
income.39 A higher number indicates 
unaffordable housing. 

Using that measure, a recent report recorded 
Melbourne as the fifth most unaffordable 
major housing market in the world, with a 
‘severely unaffordable’ median multiple of 
9.9.40 In the same report, all major housing 
markets in Australia were also assessed as 
being severely unaffordable.41 For example, 
Sydney’s median multiple was also extremely 
high, at a severely unaffordable rate of 12.9. 
This was the second-highest multiple recorded 
internationally, behind Hong Kong at 19.4.42    

Housing stress and standard of living 
Another measure of housing affordability 
determines whether housing costs allow for an 
acceptable standard of living. This measure is 
related to housing stress, which is a helpful 
concept in that it identifies housing as a cost 
which has the potential to have a greater 
impact on households with less income. This is 

                                                           
37 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services annual report 
2016-17’, Australian Government, February, ‘Policy 
framework for reducing homelessness and service 
response’. 
38 M. Thomas (2016) Housing Affordability in 

Australia, Parliamentary Library, Canberra, 
Commonwealth of Australia. 
39 Demographia (2017) 13th Annual Demographia 

International Housing Affordability Survey, 2016, 3rd 
Quarter, Belleville, Demographia, p. 1. 

pertinent to homelessness for the reason 
above: 39 percent of people who received 
homelessness assistance did so because of 
financial difficulties. 

This notion of an acceptable standard of living 
is based on the idea that households on higher 
incomes have the choice to spend more of their 
income on housing, whereas households on 
lower incomes have less choice, as they have 
less disposable income.43  

One measure of housing stress is therefore the 
30:40 indicator, which defines households as 
being in housing stress when the household is 
both in the bottom 40 per cent of Australia’s 
income distribution and is paying more than 
30 per cent of its income on housing.44  

Again, the idea is that as these households 
have less income, they are more likely to be 
significantly affected by the cost of housing, 
which in turn is likely to have a greater effect 
on the household’s standard of living. 

Renting and home-owning in Victoria 
Data for the period 2006–2016 shows that rent 
prices in Victoria have been steadily growing at 
higher rates than income. For example, in 
Greater Melbourne from 2006–2016, rent 
prices increased at almost double the rate of 
income.45  

The price of dwellings have also increased at a 
greater rate than incomes over the same 
period.46 In Victoria, the median house price 
rose 73 per cent from 2006–2016.47  

40 Demographia (2018) 14th Annual Demographia 

International Housing Affordability Survey: 2017, 3rd 
Quarter, Belleville, Demographia, p. 2. 
41 Ibid. 
42 ibid. 
43 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute 

(2016) ‘Understanding the 30:40 indicator of 
housing affordability stress’, Melbourne, AHURI. 
44 Ibid. 
45 K. Raynor, C. Otter and I. Dosen (2017) Housing 

Affordability in Victoria, op. cit., p. 12. 
46 Ibid, pp. 9, 10. 
47 Ibid, p. 9. 
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https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-2016-17/contents/contents
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook45p/HousingAffordability
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook45p/HousingAffordability
https://fcpp.org/wp-content/uploads/Final-Demographia-2017.pdf
https://fcpp.org/wp-content/uploads/Final-Demographia-2017.pdf
http://www.demographia.com/dhi.pdf
http://www.demographia.com/dhi.pdf
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/2016/3040-indicator
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/2016/3040-indicator
http://billy.vic.parl.local/services/library/SiteAssets/Research/pdfs/2017_6_Housing_Affordability_RP.pdf
http://billy.vic.parl.local/services/library/SiteAssets/Research/pdfs/2017_6_Housing_Affordability_RP.pdf
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Incomes have not kept up with these increases.  

In Melbourne, the median dwelling price is 7.1 
times the median annual income (an increase 
from the 4.7 times median annual income of 
2001).48 In regional Victoria, the median 
dwelling price is 5.6 times the median annual 
household income (an increase from the 3.4 
times median annual income of 2001).49  

These trends align with data collected by the 
ABS, which suggests that just under half of all 
households in Australia with a mortgage were 
over-indebted in 2015–16.50 

Who is affected? 
The peak body for homelessness in Australia, 
Homelessness Australia, states that 
homelessness is often the result of the ‘chronic 
shortage of affordable and available rental 
housing’.51 

Data from the Department of Health and 
Human Services also indicates that housing 
stress is being felt most acutely by people on 
Centrelink incomes, particularly for single 
people on the Newstart Allowance.  

In the December quarter of 2017, only 2.4 per 
cent of rentals in Victoria were affordable for 
this group—in Metropolitan Melbourne, this 
number shrank to 0.3 per cent of rentals.52 

Again, the trends indicate a shift away from 
affordability. Ten years ago, a single person on 
Newstart Allowance could afford 12 per cent of 

                                                           
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2017) ‘Property 

driving rise in over-indebted households’, media 
release, 13 September. 
51 Homelessness Australia (2016) ‘Homelessness in 

Australia’, January. 
52 Department of Health and Human Services (2017) 

‘Rental Report December 2017’, Victoria State 
Government. 
53 Department of Human Services (2007) ‘Rental 

Report June quarter 2007’, Victoria State 
Government, Table 6, p. 5. 
54 K. Raynor, C. Otter and I. Dosen (2017) Housing 

Affordability in Victoria, op. cit., p. 14. 

Victorian rentals and 4.2 per cent of rentals in 
Metropolitan Melbourne.53  

The cost of housing for people on low incomes, 
such as those on Newstart Allowance, presents 
significant difficulties economically. There is 
also the issue that, while some housing may be 
affordable, there is no guarantee that housing 
will be available. This is because Newstart 
Allowance recipients are competing with 
higher-income households for a finite number 
of properties.54 

Overall, the Commonwealth Government, 
State Government and the ABS state that the 
increasing cost of housing is having a significant 
impact on particularly low-income households’ 
abilities to pay for housing.55  

Homelessness and ‘choice’ 
Situating the experience of homelessness 
within contexts such as housing and family 
violence is essential to understanding 
experiences of homelessness.56 

The statistics are also important in addressing 
a common perception of people experiencing 
homelessness, which is that homelessness is a 
‘choice’ and that people experiencing 
homelessness therefore have the ability to 
change their circumstances by sheer will.  

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
states:  

It is estimated that just over half (51%) of lower 
income households experience housing 

55 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute 

(2016) ‘Understanding the 30:40 indicator of 
housing affordability stress’, op. cit.; J. Yates and M. 
Gabriel (2006), ‘Housing affordability in Australia’, 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare Research 
Paper No. NRV3-3; Australian Bureau of Statistics 
2049.0 (2018), ‘Census of Population and Housing: 
Estimating Homelessness, 2016’, op. cit.; 
Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 
Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, op. cit. 
56 Council to Homelessness Persons (2017) 

‘Melbourne, please don’t punish people without 
homes’, CHP YouTube channel; Council to 
Homelessness Persons (2017) ‘Hidden 
Homelessness–Sleeping in Cars’, op. cit. 

http://abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/6523.0~2015-16~Media%20Release~Property%20driving%20rise%20in%20over-indebted%20households%20(Media%20Release)~104
http://abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/6523.0~2015-16~Media%20Release~Property%20driving%20rise%20in%20over-indebted%20households%20(Media%20Release)~104
https://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/sites/homelessnessaus/files/2017-07/Homelessness%20in%20Australiav2.pdf
https://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/sites/homelessnessaus/files/2017-07/Homelessness%20in%20Australiav2.pdf
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affordability issues due to rental stress (paying 
more than 30% of their gross income on housing 
costs) … and around 1 in 6 women (1.6 million) 
have experienced some form of domestic and 
family violence in their lifetime, putting them at 

risk of homelessness.57 

The ABS states:  

Homelessness is not a choice. Homelessness is 
one of the most potent examples of 
disadvantage in the community, and one of the 
most important markers of social exclusion.58 

These comments align with academic work 
which looks at the connection between 
homelessness and alcohol and drug use.  

For example, recent academic work which uses 
data from the Journeys Home survey59 finds 
that the relationship between homelessness 
and substance abuse is unlikely to be ‘causal in 
either direction’.60  

Journeys Home is respected by some 
academics as a comprehensive data set which 
has great potential to improve understandings 
of experiences of homelessness.61 

Going forward 
The Victorian Government has recently 
released a report which addresses rough 
sleeping and homelessness. The report notes 
that currently services are geared towards 
providing rough sleepers with short-term 

                                                           
57 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services annual report 
2016-17’, op. cit., ‘Policy framework for reducing 
homelessness’. 
58 Australian Bureau of Statistics 2049.0 (2018), 

‘Census of Population and Housing: Estimating 
Homelessness, 2016’, op. cit.  
59 This survey was commissioned by the 

Commonwealth Government and concluded in 
2014. See: R. Scutella, G. Johnson, J. Mocschion, Y. 
Tseng and M. Wooden (2013) ‘Understanding 
Lifetime Homeless Duration: Investigating Wave 1 
Findings from the Journeys Home Project’, op. cit. 
60 D. McVicar, J. Moschion and J. Van Ours (2015) 

‘From Substance Use to Homelessness or Vice 
Versa’, op cit., p. 89, cited in: N. Herault and G. 
Johnson (2016), ‘Homelessness in Australia: Service 

support up to or until just after the person 
seeking assistance is housed.62 

This report is the first phase in a long-term 
homelessness strategy for Victoria, and so the 
measures outlined in the report are not 
designed to achieve those long-term goals 
immediately.63  

The report flags an intention to provide more 
medium-term, ‘flexible’ and ongoing support 
which could include accelerated access to 
housing and related services, particularly those 
with long wait times.64 

The report also outlines ways in which services 
could be coordinated to provide more holistic 
approaches to the services required by people 
experiencing homelessness, who often require 
access to other services, such as income 
support.65  

At the time of writing this guide, approximately 
1,100 people in Victoria sleep rough each night, 
representing 5 per cent of the homeless 
population.66 

Final comments 
The information collected by the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare and by the ABS 
offers some insights into the ways in which 
homelessness is experienced by Victorians. 
Particularly, family violence and housing 
unaffordability are key causes listed by people 

Reform and Research in the 21st Century’, op. cit., p. 
137. 
61 R. Scutella, G. Johnson, J. Mocschion, Y. Tseng and 

M. Wooden (2013) ‘Understanding Lifetime 
Homeless Duration: Investigating Wave 1 Findings 
from the Journeys Home Project’, op. cit., pp. 100-
101. 
62 Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 

Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, op. cit., p 22. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid, p. 22. 
65 Ibid, p. 25. 
66 Department of Health and Human Services (2018) 

Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action 
Plan: January 2018, op. cit., p. 4. 
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seeking assistance from homelessness services 
in Victoria. 

Yet, this data offers only part of the picture: in 
2016–17 on any given day, 99 requests for 
assistance were unmet.67 This number is not 
comparable to the total number of clients who 
received assistance in the same period, 
because it records a request for a service, 
rather than the potential client.  

For example, it is possible that some people 
sought assistance more than once, and that 
those requests were unmet more than once. 
Similarly it is possible that a request was unmet 
on the first occasion and was met 
subsequently.  

However, the unmet requests for assistance 
are significant in that tens of thousands of 
requests for assistance are unmet each year. 

                                                           
67 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2016-17: Victoria,’ 
op. cit. 
68 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2018), 

‘Specialist homelessness services 2016-17: Victoria,’ 
op. cit. 

Overall, 109,901 clients were assisted.68 Of 
these people, 38 per cent were homeless 
(lower than the national rate of 44 per cent).69 
Of the almost 22,000 clients who began 
receiving support while homeless, only 30 per 
cent were assisted into housing.70 Of the almost 
37,000 clients who began receiving support 
while housed but at risk of homelessness, 91 
per cent were assisted into housing.71 

It is clear that family violence and housing 
unaffordability pose enormous challenges in 
reducing rates of people seeking homelessness 
assistance. 

  

69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/07441e6f-86f4-46ea-82d6-aba6f811e45e/shs-2016-17-vic-factsheet.pdf.aspx
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