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Homelessness services are often the
first to know when children are at risk.
These services are traditionally adult,
or parent focused, which means that
many staff do not have the
knowledge or experience to assess
and meet the needs of children. In
this climate, the No wrong door
policy has been implemented to
assist children that are homeless to
receive a range services to ensure
that they meet their developmental
and growth targets. As most readers
know, in 2008, with the aid of
increased state and Commonwealth
funds, Housing SA led the strategic
reform of the homelessness sector in
South Australia.

The sector reforms that were
implemented in 2010 included the
establishment of 75 specialist
homelessness services across the
state. A fundamental principle of the
South Australian Implementation Plan
was that children who attend
homelessness services would be
recognised as clients in their own
right. This shift requires assessment
and case management skills, along
with referrals for every child

presenting with an adult at a
homelessness service or domestic/
Aboriginal family violence service in
the state.

This Flinders University and Inner
Southern Homelessness Service
collaborative research project
examined what front line service
providers in homeless services need
to know and do, to support children
within the no wrong door policy.
There is a wealth of literature that
identifies poor physical and mental
health, limited educational
engagement and criminality at high
rates in this population of children.
These children and their families are
often described as ‘complex’ and are
often disengaged from mainstream
services including health, welfare and
education; they fall through the gaps.

Homelessness has the potential to
traumatically affect children.1, 2, 3

It excludes children from social and
cultural developmental activities, such
as school, friendships, and social
participation. Lack of engagement
with education places children at risk
of low educational attainment,

disrupted schooling, future high
unemployment, and poor health.
Further, adult homeless clients report
childhood homelessness experiences
indicating longitudinal homelessness
factors.4, 5 This places homeless
children in the ‘most at risk’ category
for deleterious health, education and
welfare outcomes category.

The homeless to home policy 6

recognises that barriers to health and
welfare access by vulnerable
populations can be improved by
requiring service providers to link
those presenting as homeless,
including children, with the
appropriate services in order to assist
these clients towards ‘gateways’ of
health, education and welfare access
rather than the previous silo approach
to service delivery. The South
Australian government reviewed the
homelessness service sector in order
to establish homelessness services
within an integrated service provision
network, and are in the process of
implementing these services.

By determining the level of
knowledge and capacity of frontline
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homelessness workers to deliver
support and referrals, we can develop
strategies for improvement to ensure
that parents are supported to meet
the needs of their children. By
providing education, training and
support to staff it is hoped that this
will assist parents who are homeless
to meet the developmental and
growth targets of their children.

Who We Are
Researcher Drs Yvonne Parry and
Julian Grant work with vulnerable
families and the organisations that
support them. Parry and Grant are
researchers from Flinders University
working in collaboration with Inner
Southern Homeless Service (ISHS) to
determine the effectiveness of staff in
addressing the needs of children and
the no wrong door policy. ISHS
provide:

support for people in housing•

crisis
support for people already in•

accommodation but at risk of
losing their tenancy
holistic support including family•

counseling, financial counseling,
alcohol and other drug counselling
advocacy for supported clients•

provision of a postal address.•

What We Did
This research project sought to
explore the skills needed by the
homelessness workforce in
supporting parents to help support
children’s journey through
homelessness. It aimed to identify the
barriers for parents in accessing
services for their children’s health,
welfare and education needs.
Furthermore, the joint research
project aimed to develop a quality
research partnership with a
homelessness service in order to
provide the children using the service
with best practice outcomes and
referrals to appropriate services.

What We Found
The research aims were achieved
through staff and parent interviews.
A summary of the themes from nine
staff interviews are presented here.

The major themes consisted of:

Working with children and child
specific knowledge was not in the
initial job description
Several workers stated that working
with children was ‘not what I signed

up for’. Also that despite their degree
they were employed as homelessness
worker and not in a therapeutic
capacity.

A lack of knowledge of child
development and needs
This theme included the characteristic
that several workers had no formal
education but had worked in the
sector for a number of years. This
theme also encompassed the lack of
information provided during the
workers degree, for example, for
many workers their social work
degree did not contain any specific
information on children’s
developmental milestones,
communicating and working with
children.

Limited training and education
Only half the employees had received
any employer based training on
working with children and this
consisted of case management rather
than developmental knowledge.
There were limited opportunities to
participate in education due to time
constraints. There was a need for
specific child development training.

No knowledge or understating of
child assessment tools or the benefits
of a tools use
This is in part not only due to the lack
of a specific tool but also a lack of
sector wide standardised tool.

The expected collaborations with
other services did not always come to
fruition
For example, some services did not
collaborate as they withdrew services
once the homelessness service was
involved or did not work
collaboratively but in an authoritarian
manner.

Lack of understanding of the referral
organisations
Some workers were unaware of all of
the potential referral opportunities for
children and their parents. This is
partly due to the changing nature of
some organisations referral processes
without any consultation with the
homelessness service

The lack of structural support of the
policy change
The staff interviews also revealed that
the data collection and funding
packages provided to the service
limited the ability of the service to

meet the increased demand by the
inclusion of children as clients.

Why It Matters
This research project identified some
of the structural and individual
barriers to working effectively with
children and their families and has the
potential to improve the delivery of
services to children and their parents
in order to prevent the long term
consequences of homelessness on
children, such as diminished
educational attainment, health and
social outcomes by linking the
families and children to other service
providers. Children’s access to health,
education and welfare services
requires formal links and needs to be
core business for all services not just
specialist services or specialist
workers within a service.

The research project will be used, not
only to address the paucity of
knowledge in understanding workers
needs when supporting families, but
also to provide a framework for
developing holistic service practices
for all ISHS workers.

The social reality of working in the
homelessness sector and its capacity
to undertake the ‘no wrong door’
policy requires staff to have an
awareness of appropriate support
services for parents and children. The
next phase of this research project will
be the completion of the parent
interviews and the final phase is the
development and delivery of a
targeted child aware professional
practice education package with the
development of an assessment tool.
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