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Defining and measuring homelessness

Three sources of data in Australia:

• Census of Population and Housing: provides estimates of official prevalence of 
homelessness in Australia: a point in time prevalence measure

• Definition of homelessness in Census:
When a person does not have suitable accommodation alternatives they are considered 
homeless if their current living arrangement:
• Is a dwelling that is inadequate; or
• 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 relationships 

• Specialist Homelessness Services Collection: government’s administrative data set: 
• Homeless status determined by aligning as closely as possible with the ABS’s 

statistical definition.

• Surveys – Journey Home, street counts



• All familiar with statistic 105,000 people homeless at 2011 census; in South 
Australia we accounted for 5985 of these people 

• In all states/territories this was an increase on 2006

• The number of rough sleepers fell between 2006 and 2011 by 6 per cent from 
7,247 to 6,813. However, overall homelessness went up due to severe 
crowding and temporary accommodation.

• What can we expect from the 2016 Census ?

Defining and measuring homelessness



Anticipated and current trends
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Clients, by housing situation at first presentation, 2012-13 to 2015-16

Australia South Australia

Total no. of clients

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16

244,176 254,001 255,656 279,196

Total no. of clients

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16

12,476 21,665 21,116 20,898

Specialist HomelessnessServices Data
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Newly emerging group: first time homelessness 

amongst older people, particularly women

• Nationally 20% increase in homelessness for women aged 55 years+ 
between 2006-2011 censuses; 818 people in SA

• Nationally SHS data 2015-16 – older people 8% of all homeless 
clients BUT numbers increased by 44% over 5 years and increase for 
this age group greater than all other age groups

• 83% increase in numbers women aged 50+ couch surfing over last 4 
years;

• 75% increase in women aged 55+ sleeping in cars

• S.A., 2015-16, 5.5 per cent (1152 persons) of people accessing 
Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) were aged 55 years and over. 

• S.A. 2016 data: 4900 low income older people aged 65 years+ at risk 
of homelessness (paying 30%+ income in rent (907 households 50% 
income in rent)



SHS: Clients housing situation at first presentation,  Homelessness

1320

1763

2077

no shelter/improvised dwelling

2013-14 2014-15 2015-16

1851

1819

1806

short term crisis accommodation

2013-14 2014-15 2015-16

1228

2173

2290

couch surfing

2013-14 2014-15 2015-16



Reasons 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 3 year % 
change 
in 
number

No. % of all 
reasons

No. % of all 
reasons

No. % of all 
reasons

Financial 
reasons

4687 21.6 4737 22.4 4692 22.4 0.1%

Domestic
violence

6368 29.4 6606 31.3 6953 33.3 9%

Housing crisis 6643 30.7 12514 34.0 12842 37.5 93%

SHS: Clients reasons for seeking assistance 



Main Reason 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 3 year % 
change in 
number

No. % of all 
reasons

No. % of all 
reasons

No. % of all 
reasons

Financial 
reasons

1646 8.0 1467 6.9 1363 6.5 -17.1%

Domestic
violence

5022 23.0 5273 25.0 5393 25.8 7.4%

Housing crisis 4698 22.0 5122 24.3 5712 27.3 21.6%

SHS: Clients main reason for seeking assistance 



No shelter or 
improvised/
inadequate 
dwelling

Short term 
temporary 
accommodation

Couch surfer with 
no 
accommodation

Public/private 
housing 

Institutional

No shelter or 
improvised/inade
quate dwelling
(1105 clients)

393 147 70 485 10

Short term 
temporary accom
(1006 clients)

27 408 58 473 40

Couch surfer with 
no accom
(2012 clients)

40 144 809 1088 20

SHS: Clients with closed support by housing situation at first 
presentation and at end of support, 2015-16 



Despite increased policy focus, government funding and the dedication of the 
homelessness sector, the incidence of homelessness appears to be increasing. 

The SHS data is likely to be an undercount of the state of homelessness in 
Australia.

The indicators moving forward (ongoing housing affordability issues, decline in 
public and community housing and increasing waiting lists; depressed state 
economy, unemployment and casualisation of workforce; and ongoing social 
issues such as family breakdown, domestic and family violence, discrimination 
in the housing market) suggests this situation will only worsen over the coming 
decade.  

Is it time for something different, a new approach?

Conclusions


