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Key findings	
• The total cost to the Australian economy associated with young homeless people accessing 

additional health and justice services (over and above the costs of accessing homelessness services) 
is $626 million annually. This figure was based on:


• In 2014-15, 41,780 young people aged 15-24 years accessed Specialist Homelessness 
Services across Australia.


• Young people experiencing homelessness are far greater users of the health system, and far 
more likely to interact with the criminal justice system, than members of the general population, 
but also significantly more so than other disadvantaged unemployed young people of around 
the same age who are not homeless.


• The total average net cost associated with young homeless people accessing additional health 
services and the justice system is $14,986 per person per year.


• The cost to society – about $626 million per year - from increased interactions with the health and 
criminal justice systems for homeless young people, exceeds the total annual cost of all 
homelessness services across Australia for people of all ages. (The total cost of providing Specialist 
Homelessness Services to the 256,000 people of all ages assisted in 2014-15 was $620 million).


• Family issues—More than a third of the young homeless people interviewed for the study said 
violence in their home had reached the point where police had to be called. Nearly two-thirds (63%) 
had been placed in some form of out-of-home care by the time they had turned 18.


• Health issues—Homeless young people experience a range of health issues to a much greater extent 
than the general population or other disadvantaged young people (e.g. those who may be 
unemployed but not homeless). More than half the homeless youth surveyed (53%) reported that they 
had been diagnosed with at least one mental health condition. Also, their incidence of self-injury and 
attempted suicide is much higher than that of the general population or other disadvantaged young 
people. The additional costs of health services associated with young people experiencing 
homelessness is a net average of $6,744.00 per young person per year.


• Justice issues—Homeless young people are much more likely have contact with the criminal justice 
system than the general population or other disadvantaged young people, who are unemployed but 
not homeless. The net cost to the Australian economy is a net average of $8,242.00 per young 
person per year.


Implications	
• Youth homelessness remains a serious social and welfare issue in Australia.


• When young people are forced to leave home early, they find it very difficult to gain sufficient income 
to live independently. Family support is crucial for young people during the transition to independent 
adulthood and a sustainable livelihood. When family support is weak or non-existent, young people 
are much more likely to experience homelessness.


• Homelessness is fraught with insecurity, a lack of safety, increased risk of exposure to drugs and 
alcohol, greater incidence of health issues, and an increased likelihood of contact with the criminal 
justice system.




   
• Given the high cost offsets of youth homelessness, preventing young people becoming homeless in 

the first place is the critical policy implication from this research. Ensuring that a young person at-risk 
does not actually become homeless will involve an investment in early intervention, but that 
expenditure is far outweighed by the potential savings for the community and the economy.


• For those young people who do become homeless despite early intervention, or who were already 
living independently prior to homelessness, the imperative is to support them to exit homelessness 
as quickly as possible. Early intervention for these young people is needed, to set them up as quickly 
as possible in safe and secure as well as appropriate housing. Young people needing shelter cannot 
always gain access to a crisis service, and a lack of youth appropriate affordable housing may mean 
that the only options available to young people are a friends’ couch, a car, a rooming house, or 
sleeping rough on the streets.


• Also important is wrap-around integrated support for young people to remain in education, training or 
employment, such as the successful youth foyers. These and other foyer-like models of youth-
appropriate support and housing linked to education, training and/or employment should attract 
public funding on the understanding that such investment carries with it a significant cost saving to 
the economy.


CYHA report recommendations	
The researchers argue that the findings should lead to:


• Investment in local system reform of schools and services capacity to identify and support 
disadvantaged and vulnerable youth and families in all Australian jurisdictions including support for 
promising innovative early intervention stratagems.


• Rapid Rehousing for young people who do become homeless, by investment in the development of 
foyers and foyer-like models of wrap around support including accommodation linked to participation 
in education, training and employment.	

• A long-term commitment to increasing in the supply youth specific and youth appropriate social 
housing.	

Background	
• Conducted between 2011 and 2015 by leading researchers at Swinburne University of Technology in 

Victoria, Charles Sturt University NSW, and the The University of Western Australia, the CYHA study 
involved a longitudinal survey and analysis of young homeless people’s use of services to measure 
the financial and social costs of youth homelessness in Australia. Drawing on welfare economics, 
sociology and finance theory, it is the first study of its kind anywhere in the world.


• The three principal researchers are Associate Professor David Mackenzie (Swinburne University of 
Technology), Professor Paul Flatau (The University of Western Australia) and Professor Adam Steen 
(Charles Sturt University).


• Funding partners—The Salvation Army, Mission Australia, and Anglicare NSW South, NSW West & 
ACT.
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