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Of those who have experienced homelessness, 62% cite family breakdown or conflict as the
main reason for becoming homeless for the first time. shutterstock

Australia is going through a well-documented housing affordability crisis . Single parents are
especially vulnerable to rising housing costs, as they rely on a single income to provide a
decent home for the family. 
Past research
has found that:

In 2013-14, 46% of … low-income couple families and 67% of one-parent families with
dependent children in private rental housing paid more than 30% of their income on rent.

These families are facing “ housing affordability stress ”. Taken together, rising housing costs
and diminishing family benefits are putting low-income Australian families, and especially those
that break down, at risk of intense financial stress, housing insecurity and possibly
homelessness. 

In my recent research  with Jan van Ours, we used a unique dataset of disadvantaged
Australians, Journeys Home , and showed that parental separation
increases the risk of becoming homeless. 

Finding the relevant data

In our study , we used a broad characterisation of homelessness, which seeks to identify
situations in which families’ housing conditions do not meet standard requirements to qualify as
a “home”. 
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https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/illustration-relationship-divorcedivision-property-418364767?src=74-AnYXkCpT7YA3L_onJQw-8-15
https://theconversation.com/affordable-housing-finger-pointing-politics-and-possible-policy-solutions-75703
https://doi.org/10.4225/50/5859e352c3d44
https://theconversation.com/rental-housing-policies-trap-children-in-poverty-so-how-low-will-we-go-64111
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2369919/wp2017n14.pdf
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/journeys-home
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2369919/wp2017n14.pdf
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This is qualitatively similar to the Australian Bureau of Statistics&rsquo; definition .
Homelessness includes: 

    -  

sleeping rough or squatting in abandoned buildings;

    -  

staying with relatives or friends temporarily with no alternative; or

    -  

staying in a caravan park, boarding house, hotel or crisis accommodation.

Parental separation can lead to homelessness in many ways. For example, a separation might
require an urgent move, which generates a financial shock. Without enough savings or
networks of family and friends to help cover this unexpected expense, low-income parents may
be unable to afford secure and safe housing for their family and hence become homeless. 

Financial pressure on single-parent households increased again in April when legislation  that
froze or reduced entitlements to several family benefits was passed.

Even less-disadvantaged parents, who may be able to cope financially in the short run (by
covering housing costs with their savings, for example), may be unable to do so in the medium
run (once those savings run out). They then become homeless a few years after the separation.

Parental separations can also create conflict between parents and children. This may drive
children out of their parent’s home and potentially into homelessness in subsequent years.

What did our research show?
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http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4922.0Main%20Features22012?opendocument&amp;tabname=Summary&amp;prodno=4922.0&amp;issue=2012&amp;num=&amp;view=
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=s1064
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In the Journeys Home  sample, family breakdown appears to be an important trigger for
homelessness. Of those who have experienced homelessness, 62% of
respondents
cite family breakdown or conflict as the main reason for becoming homeless for the first time.

However, the research linking parental separation and homelessness is scarce. This is because
most of the available datasets are not well suited to this purpose. 

Disadvantaged populations – that is, people who have experienced homelessness – are
underrepresented in general household surveys. And datasets that include only people who are
currently homeless fail to capture other segments of the disadvantaged population who might
be at risk of homelessness. 

In contrast, Journeys Home is unique in that it covers a broad spectrum of the disadvantaged
population, not just those currently homeless. In fact, 75% of respondents  were not homeless
at the time of the first interview. 

At the same time, the high frequency of homelessness and parental separation in the sample
provides enough occurrences to help us answer the question of a potential causal relationship
between the two. 

We exploited Journeys Home’s detailed information on respondents’ histories to investigate
whether their parents’ separation (if ever) led to their first experience of homelessness (if ever).

For boys, the critical time in which parental separation increases their future risk of
homelessness extends into their teenage years.shutterstock

We found that parental separation increases the overall likelihood of becoming homelessness,
although the risk for any individual is influenced by the particular characteristics of both the
family and the individual. The effect is substantial. 
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http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/journeys-home
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2202838/Scutella_et_al_Journeys_Home_Research_Report_W1.pdf
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2202838/Scutella_et_al_Journeys_Home_Research_Report_W1.pdf
http://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/2202838/Scutella_et_al_Journeys_Home_Research_Report_W1.pdf
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For boys, their risk of becoming homeless by age 30 increases by ten to 15 percentage points.
This is irrespective of their age when the separation occurs. 

For girls, only parental separation before the age of 12 matters. This increases their likelihood of
being homeless before 30 by 15-20 percentage points. 

The effects of separation on homelessness are larger when the parents were formally married.

These results constitute a critical first step in understanding how individuals, and in particular
children or young adults, become homeless. They highlight the role of parental separation in the
process and hence the need to act on the issue of housing affordability for disadvantaged
families that break down in order to protect children from poverty and homelessness.

This paper uses unit record data from Journeys Home: Longitudinal Study of Factors Affecting
Housing Stability (Journeys Home). The study was initiated and is funded by the Australian
Government Department of Social Services (DSS) and was approved by the Human Research
Ethics Committee of the University of Melbourne. The Department of Employment has provided
information for use in Journeys Home and it is managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied
Economic and Social Research (Melbourne Institute). The findings and views reported in this
paper, however, are those of the authors and should not be attributed to DSS, the Department
of Employment or the Melbourne Institute. 

Authors: Julie Moschion, Senior Research Fellow, Melbourne Institute, University of Melbourne

Read more http://theconversation.com/family-break-up-raises-homelessness-risk-and-critical-
period-is-longer-for-boys-78176
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