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INTRODUCTION 
This literature review explores the changing profile of youth homelessness and in 

particular, the often complex circumstances of ‘unaccompanied’ homeless children 

between the ages of 12-15. These children are often highly vulnerable, with multiple and 

complex support needs and probably already known to a range of services such as youth 

justice, family support and child protection. However, they may not meet the threshold 

for statutory involvement, so are not on child protection orders.   

Examining existing literature has proved challenging, as most of the research on child 

and youth homelessness relates to children within homeless families, young people aged 

16-25, and particularly those who are transitioning from out of home care into 

independent living. From undertaking this literature review, it is evident that the 

literature specifically focusing on unaccompanied homeless children aged 12-15 years is 

lacking. However, there is a growing amount of anecdotal evidence from youth service 

providers around the country that this is an increasing gap in service provision. 

 

KEY FINDINGS 
 

 There is a lack of research into homelessness amongst unaccompanied 12-15 year 
olds and more detailed analysis of the particular needs of this cohort is required. 

 A recurring theme in the literature is that a significant number of young people 
first experience homelessness at a very young age, whilst in primary school. 

 The needs of homeless children aged 12-15 require different considerations and 
service pathways than those aged 16-25.  

 A health and wellbeing lens is needed to support homeless children and young 
people. Much of the research demonstrates a direct correlation between 
homelessness and poor health outcomes. 

 Housing focused responses for this age group largely promote ‘adult’ capabilities 
such as independent living and are not child focused.  

 There is a need for a trauma-informed and therapeutic care response first and 
foremost for this age group, and for medium-longer term interventions. 

 Youth Homelessness and Child Protection Services need to improve their 
collaborative working arrangements and share responsibility for identifying 
solutions for homeless children aged 12-15.  

 Homelessness amongst 12-15 year olds is largely ‘hidden’ due to the prevalence 
of couch surfing for this cohort. 
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BACKGROUND IN THE ACT 

 
In 2007, the ACT Government agreed that homelessness services were not an 

appropriate service response for young people under the age of 16. This position is 

supported by the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program Act 1994, which limits 

provision of youth homelessness services to young people over legal school leaving age. 

In the ACT, youth homelessness services operating under this act are not able to provide 

accommodation to young people under 16 years of age. This position, and the legislation 

that supports it, highlight the need for Child and Youth Protection Services to engage 

with the homelessness sector, to enable appropriate care and developmental responses. 

In some cases however, the threshold for statutory involvement may not be met despite 

the young person not being able or willing to stay at home. This can prevent Child and 

Youth Protection Services from intervening.  

Joint Pathways is the collective of Specialist Homelessness Services funded through the 

Community Services Directorate and uses its collective voice to influence homelessness 

sector responses, and ensure that people experiencing homelessness are provided with 

relevant and timely support. Service providers have expressed concern about rising 

numbers of referrals for young people under the age of 16 and the apparent gap in 

services for a small number of young people aged 12 to 15 years experiencing 

homelessness in the ACT.  

There is also growing concern for a small number of young people with disability who 

are prevented from accessing accommodation through the NDIS until they are over the 

age of 18.  
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Couch Surfing Limbo: Legal, Policy and Service Gaps Affecting Young Couch Surfers and 
Couch Providers in Melbourne’s West (2017) 
Shona Moore, WEstjustice 
 

The research referenced in this report is largely focused on 16-25 year olds, but a high 

number of the young people interviewed recount experiences of being well under 16 when 

their couch surfing first began. Almost half the research sample reported that they were in 

primary school at the time. Findings confirm that couch surfing is widespread and is often an 

early indicator of longer term homelessness, but many young people do not see themselves 

as homeless if they are making the ‘choice’ to stay away from home. It is difficult to reliably 

estimate the level of couch surfing amongst children and young people. However, many 

more of them are turning to this as their preferred solution, rather than more formalised out 

of home care responses, particularly if they have had negative experiences of these before. 

Family breakdown of relationships and family violence are identified as key drivers of young 

people leaving home. 

 

Homelessness in Young People Aged Under 16 Years: A Literature Review (2017)  

Trudi Cooper, Social Program Innovation Research and Evaluation (SPIRE) Group 

This paper is one of the few sources focussed specifically on homeless youth under 16. A key 

finding is that the services and supports available to children and young people aged 12-15 

do not meet their needs. The report finds more flexible, yet tailored approaches for this 

cohort are essential. There is also a need for an ongoing ‘safety net’ of support once a young 

person is no longer homeless after a crisis intervention, as without this, the risks of repeat 

homelessness are high. The review briefly explores early intervention and prevention 

programs such as ‘Reconnect’, but considers the limitations of a purely family reconciliation 

approach. Reconciliation can be an inappropriate end goal for unaccompanied homeless 

children, so alternative options are also needed. The paper highlights many positive 

examples of early intervention work within an education setting, and it is clear that 

homelessness prevention programs within schools are particularly effective for the 12-15 

age group.  

 

Home and Away: Child and Youth Homelessness Report (2016) 
Mission Australia 

This report examines experiences of homeless youth aged 12-24 years old and draws heavily 

on findings from the annual Mission Australia Youth Survey 2015, conducted with 15-19 year 

olds. The Survey had 18,994 respondents and found that one in seven young people had 

spent time away from home. Most of these were couch surfing because they felt unable to 
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return, with 84% of them having done so more than once. This cohort reported greater 

negative feelings about the future and greater concerns about issues such as stress, 

depression, suicide, school, and family conflict than their peers. The report suggests that 

frequent periods away from home increases the risk of normalising this experience, pushing 

young people into a transient lifestyle and eventually towards chronic and entrenched 

homelessness. A range of support programs are explored, and recommendations include; 

more sustainable government funding arrangements for early intervention programs such as 

Reconnect, the Community of Schools and Services (COSS) homelessness prevention model, 

specialist accommodation services and intensive case management. 

 

The Cost of Youth Homelessness in Australia: The Australian Youth Homeless 
Experience. 
Paul Flatau (UWA Centre for Social Impact), Monica Thielking, David Mackenzie 
(Swinburne University), Adam Steen (Charles Sturt University) (2016)  
 

This research study took place during 2012-2015 and is the first national youth homelessness 

longitudinal study into understanding the experience and impacts of youth homelessness in 

terms of economic costs to the Australian community. This first report focuses on capturing 

the experiences of homeless youth, with a second report released at a later date outlining 

the wider economic costs and potential cost savings of homelessness prevention. The study 

surveyed 400 young Australians over three years. Approximately 300 of those were either 

homeless, or at high risk of homelessness at the time of interview. Key findings from 

interviews with homeless youth are that 63% had been placed in some form of out of home 

care by age 18. Fifty three per cent had been diagnosed with at least one mental health 

condition, whilst 90% reported witnessing family violence and conflict. In the six months 

prior to interview, 20% of young homeless women had attempted suicide, with 28% of them 

engaging in self-harming, compared with 12% of young homeless men attempting suicide 

and 17% self-harming. A third of homeless youth reported having a long term physical health 

condition.  

 

Finding Their Way Home: Children’s Experiences of Homelessness. 
Tim Moore, Debbie Noble- Carr, Morag McArthur, Institute of Child Protection 
Studies, Australian Catholic University (2007) 
 
This research attempts to understand the unique perspectives of children accompanying 

their parents during periods of homelessness within the ACT. Twenty five children and young 

people aged 6-21 took part in the study. Participants had a range of experiences including 

rough sleeping, living in supported accommodation, motels, caravans, or staying with others. 
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The main drivers of homelessness were parental conflict, family violence, poverty, and 

parental alcohol/drug misuse. A key finding is that most children described being homeless 

in terms of feelings, rather than their specific accommodation or living conditions. During 

periods of homelessness, children expressed feeling afraid, unsafe, having no sense of place 

or security, and disconnected from supports. When children felt well connected to family 

and community supports, felt safe, had stability, ‘fitted in’ and were in control of their 

environment, they became quite resilient, often regarding their family as a protective factor. 

The report briefly discusses the impact of homelessness on health and wellbeing. Some 

participants reported experiencing respiratory and dental problems, poor diet and trouble 

sleeping whilst they were homeless, as well as emotional difficulties such as stress, anxiety, 

and feeling isolated. The report suggests that building parental capacity to protect and care 

for their children is the most effective preventative measure. 

 

ALTERNATIVE MODELS OF SUPPORT AND 
ACCOMMODATION 
 

A common theme throughout the literature is the need for a collaborative approach 

between child and youth protection and youth homelessness services and a willingness 

to properly trial and evaluate alternatives to current care and support models. It is clear 

that 12-15 year olds require a range of targeted and flexible service responses that are 

child focused and promote safeguarding. Several good practice models are summarised 

below. 

Homeless Youth Assistance Program (HYAP) – New South Wales (NSW) 

NSW Department of Family and Child Services (FACS) funds a range of non-government 

service providers to deliver support and accommodation models for unaccompanied 

children and young people aged 12 to 15 years who are homeless or at risk of 

homelessness. The HYAP aims to reconnect them with their families or wider support 

networks, or if reconnection is not achievable, facilitate transitions to more appropriate 

long-term supported accommodation. The program is underpinned by the NSW 

Unaccompanied Children and Young People 12-15 Years Accessing Specialist 

Homelessness Services Policy (2015), which provides guidance and outlines 

responsibilities of Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS), the HYAP and FACS in 

responding to the needs of this cohort. The core principles of HYAP service provision are 

to ensure safety and wellbeing for children and young people, to be client-centred, 

trauma informed, strengths-based, offer wraparound services, and promote continuity 

of care. 
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Taldumande Multi Program Youth Service, Northern Sydney, NSW (HYAP Provider) 

Taldumande operates a 7 bed supported accommodation service staffed 24 hours, 

specifically targeted at 12-15 year olds, who are homeless or at risk of homelessness. The 

accommodation is funded under the NSW HYAP and is combined with their Intensive 

Family Support Program, which provides specialist case management support for 

children and young people aged 12-15 and their families during a crisis. This is an 

intensive and holistic support package, aiming to help preserve family relationships and 

reduce family breakdown. However, Taldumande can also facilitate transitions to longer-

term supported accommodation when family re-connection is not possible. 

 

Lillian’s Medium-Term Homelessness Service for Girls and Young Women, Sydney, 

NSW 

Lillian’s is a specialist homelessness service providing medium to long term 24 hour, on 

site gender specific supported housing for up to 13 young women and girls aged 13-17. 

They provide intensive trauma informed care, with a therapeutic care model focused on 

building up a number of core strengths, specifically; attachment, self-regulation, 

affiliation, attunement, tolerance and respect. Many of the residents have complex 

needs, have experienced extensive trauma, abuse and neglect and are unable to return 

home. Family restoration work is available, but only undertaken if the young person 

wants this to happen and it is provided by an external partner agency. 

 

Lighthouse Foundation, Melbourne, Victoria 

Lighthouse provides a long term trauma informed and attachment focused care response 

for young people aged 15-22 who are homeless or at risk of homelessness. Although the 

project is not specifically aimed at 12-15 year olds, they do accommodate them 

occasionally and the service model may be suitable for a younger age group. Lighthouse 

has several homes, each usually catering for up to four young people, with 24-hour 

support on site. Each home is managed by an experienced Carer and is supported by a 

number of other care and clinical professionals, as well as volunteers. The service uses 

the Therapeutic Family Model of Care, which explores psycho social development, family 

dynamics, efficacy of different therapeutic interventions, integration of individual, 

organisational and community approaches, neurobiology and the impact of trauma on 

the brain. The average length of stay is between 18-24 months but Lighthouse also offers 

young people ‘life membership’, meaning that once a young person has moved out of a 

Lighthouse home, they can remain connected to the service if they choose to through 
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Aftercare and Outreach programs. The project is privately funded and a Social Return on 

Investment conducted over the period 2007-2011 shows that for every dollar invested, 

Lighthouse returns $12 of social value.   

The Geelong Project – West Victoria 

The Geelong Project is an Early Intervention program, which connects schools and 

community services together to identify young people who are at high risk of becoming 

homeless, and undertake prevention and support work. The partnership is led by the 

charity Barwon Child, Youth and Family (BCYF), Swinburne University and the Geelong 

Region Local Learning and Employment Network, together with three Geelong schools. 

The project aims to support young people and their families by providing case workers 

who work with young people at risk, integrating support from schools and an 

interdisciplinary team of youth, family, education, employment, disability, mental health 

and drug and alcohol professionals. The work of the project is underpinned by research, 

evaluation and learning, supporting the development of new pathways, partnerships, 

common tools and approaches between schools and community agencies. Research 

findings for the period 2013-2016 indicate that in 20% of cases, there was a significant 

improvement in the home situation with 70% of cases remaining stable. The number of 

adolescents entering Specialist Homelessness Services declined by 40% and there was a 

20% reduction in early school leaving from the three pilot schools. 

 

Ruby’s Reunification Program, Adelaide, South Australia 

Ruby’s Reunification Program is operated by Uniting Communities and is funded by the 

Department of Communities and Social Inclusion. It is aimed at children and young 

people aged 12-17 who are at home but at risk of leaving or being kicked out because of 

family conflict, are staying in and out of home, or have not stayed at home for a while, 

but are not receiving an independent income from Centrelink and are interested in 

family reconciliation. Ruby’s has four 4-6 bed residential units providing 24 hour support 

and supervision, staffed with a coordinator, youth workers and a counsellor. Young 

people stay at the unit on a part time basis, and remain at home the rest of the time, but 

the 24 hour support remains available even when at home. The program has a ‘whole 

family’ approach, with a broad definition of who that family unit might contain and 

family counselling is a mandatory component of the program. Where reunification is not 

possible, Ruby’s will refer young people under 15 to Child Protection and those over 15 

to youth specific SHS for continued support and accommodation. Ruby’s tailors the 

support package to each individual family and has an average of 75% successful family 

reunifications.  
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