


An organisational perspective on working with Youth 
Homelessness and Intimate Partner Violence: 

Young people lost in 
the intersectionality

We would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of 
the land on which we meet today and pay our respects to 
the Elders past, present and emerging.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good morningAnd I am Rhianon Vichta, Research and Evaluation Coordinator for BYS, and this is Ashleigh Husband – formerly Social worker from BYS and now with Clarence Street AOD Service. We would also like to start by acknowledging the traditional custodians of the land on which we are meeting and paying our respects to elders past, present and emerging.So today we have been asked to speak a little about the Brisbane Youth Service practice experience of delivering youth homelessness services that intersect with young people’s experiences of violence.  While we don’t claim to be experts in this area, we are happy to share a little of our research, thinking and hands-on experience of the issues and complexities for young people we see.:35



Brisbane Youth Service “New Futures for Young People”

• Multidisciplinary youth service supporting homeless and 
disadvantaged young people aged 12-25 years, and their 
children.

• Crisis and transitional housing as well as case support to 
sustain longer term tenancies. 

• Holistic support programs include emergency support, 
case management, AOD services, a health clinic, 
psychologists, mental health and social inclusion programs, 
and specialized support for Young Women and Young 
Families

• Strategic commitment to Research and Evaluation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So in case there is anyone in the room who doesn’t know what Brisbane Youth Service is, just briefly - we support homeless and disadvantaged young people from 12-25 years old, and their children, to access and maintain safe and secure housing but also to holistically address the contributing factors and consequences of homelessness and its associated issues.  BYS also has a strategic commitment to research and evaluation, including identifying emergent needs and maximising outcomes through evidence-informed practice. 1:17
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Presentation Notes
What we are here to talk about today is really three key intersecting experiences – Homelessness, intimate partner violence, and then the third is the particularity of youth – of young people’s experiences of these issues. While each of these are in themselves complex and diverse experiences – when we bring them all together in an intersecting way the complexities are compounded and multiplied. This is not helped by how our service system is structured. The nature of service funding often means that there is a discord between the way that people are impacted by these intersecting issues, and the way that services are structured to provide specific problem-targeted programming.   Which is why we very much need opportunities like today to bridge the sectors and recreate, in our work, the ways that these issues are experienced – in overlapping and interacting ways. 2:00
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The Relationship between violence and homelessness for young people is complex and multifaceted – but there are three key themes that emerge across our work and that we would like to focus on.  They are:Young people’s experiences of parental and other family violence as a driver of homeless.Young people’s Intimate Partner Violence experiences as a driver of homelessness – either because of safety issues, power and control or because they are evicted. C) But the third type is one that receives relatively little focus in the literature, the policy papers or the wider conversations – and that is Intimate Partner Violence during homelessness - and how the dynamics of these two experiences are mutually compounding, and create both elevated vulnerability and barriers to support.  2:40



“Domestic Violence”  
Defines the violence by the “domestic” space in 
which it happens… in a “home”.

Versus
“Intimate Partner Violence”
Inclusive of violence that occurs in relationships 
outside of a domestic or home space

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You may have noticed that we use the term Intimate Partner Violence, instead of Domestic Violence.  This is a conscious choice that is designed to be inclusive of relationship violence that occurs outside of the spatial definition of a domestic “home”.  The term ‘domestic’ defines violence in terms of “home” space in which it occurs , so “intimate partner violence” or terms like “relationship violence” are more inclusive of experiences that happen during and around homelessness. 3:06
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In our work we see all three themes, and its really clear that we need to do a lot more research to really understand each of these three experiences… We also see very much that the three experiences themselves interact and intersect and young people can indeed experience one, two or all three of them in distinct, successive or overlapping ways.  We know from the literature that experiencing one, such as family violence, increases the likelihood of experiencing one or more of the others. 3:35



From family violence to homelessness…
Sarah (16) and Joe (15) were found by the school cleaners, 
asleep in the bike shed. Their mum had left this week, to go 
a women’s shelter.  Joe wanted to go with his mum, however 
he was not allowed at the shelter because he was a 
teenaged male. 

Joe and Sarah couldn’t stay at home because since their 
mum left, they said “dad went crazy”. He stayed in the 
bedroom for a few days, but last night it got really bad. 
Sarah said dad began throwing things around and hit her 
for the first time. Joe tried to help out but this made things 
worse so they fled. 

Reconnect – Community Connections Case Study

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first theme focusses on Family Violence as a common trigger for homelessness for young people, and many of us in this room will unfortunately have a wealth of experience working with these issues. As  this case study provided by Cate from Reconnect - Community Connections highlights, young people are often without clear options when home becomes too unsafe and child safety may not be aware or may not have capacity to respond.    This can result in young people entering homelessness as it appears to be the safer option when home becomes a place of violence. (pause)



Family violence: both immediate and long term 
impacts on homelessness

48% have a diagnosed 
mental illness 

35% rate their mental 
health as very poor or poor. 

53%  of those with a 
diagnosed mental illness 
are currently homeless. 

68% have 
experienced past 
family violence 

21% report 
current family 

violence

41% use drugs 
other than alcohol: 

Cannabis (53%) 
and Methamphet-

amines (20%)

80% are in 
unstable, 

unaffordable 
or unsafe 

living 
situations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The intersection of Family Violence and homelessness is clearly supported by BYS data showing that 68% of young people presenting at our homelessness support services report past violence in their family home, and 21% percent tell us that family violence is a current issue in their lives. As well as violence and trauma being an immediate trigger for homelessness for young people, there are also longer term implications that intersect with reduced capacity to sustain stable housing. With such high rates of trauma and violence during the developmental years, it is not surprising that more than half of the young people who come to BYS have already been diagnosed with a mental illness, most commonly Depression (36%), Anxiety (30%) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (9%).  53% of young people presenting with a diagnosed mental illness are currently homeless.  One third of young people we see report suicide risks and one in five young people tell us that they self-harm. Psychologist assessments clearly link the mental health issues with severe life stress and show that while young people can be supported to manage the impact of anxiety and depression in their lives, symptoms levels don’t reduce until their life circumstances are able to be stabilised and improved. It is abundantly clear in both research and practice that the longer terms impacts of family violence contribute to ongoing barriers to sustaining stable safe accommodation. 5:34



Young people have their own violent relationships…
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Moving on to the second theme, we see clear links between violence in young people’s own relationships and homelessness. For young people coming to BYS: there are alarmingly high rates of both past and current intimate partner violence across all groups of young people, whether homeless or housed. Over half of young people in primary or secondary homelessness report previous experiences of intimate partner violence.  70% of those living in government or community housing tell us that they have experienced intimate partner violence.So an important point to make is that:  Young people have their own relationships, and those relationships are too often violent.  Research shows that young women under 25 experience relationship violence at significantly higher rates than older women.  There is however a common social assumption that young people are predominantly impacted by exposure to violence perpetrated by the “adults” in their lives – their parents or carers.   Unfortunately this theme cuts across domestic violence and homelessness literature, policy and funding that limits DV refuge for under 18s, and means that young people’s own violent relationships can be over-looked. There can be an unspoken misconception that young people’s relationships are “not really serious”  and these kinds of assumptions can undermine our capacity to recognise and respond to their experiences of partner violence.    Negotiating intimate relationships is a key developmental process for young people, and ss service providers across the sectors we need to have a clear expectation that young people will be as much at risk, if not more, of IPV as are adults. 7:09



Young people coming to BYS tell us:

68% have experienced relationship 
violence

25% use violent and intimidating 
behaviours themselves

40% want help with violence related 
issues
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We know, at BYS, that our data is going to be very much an under-representation as it is based on what young people tell us in our first assessment meeting  - partly because many don’t recognise their own experiences as Intimate Partner Violence; partly because we haven’t established deeper trust at that point; and partly because young people may be aware, as we will discuss more later, that acknowledging current violence risks can be a barrier to accessing homelessness accommodation services.  And yet we see that:Seven out of ten tell us that they have experienced violence in an intimate relationship.  One in four young people report that they use violent, threatening or intimidating behaviours themselves40% of young people coming for homelessness-related support tell us that they currently want help with violence related issues.



IPV happens during homeless
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But importantly – when we look back at this table… we need to really pay attention to the pattern of rates of current violence across all groups – so we can see for young people who are presenting as homeless – 16% of them tell us that they are also currently experiencing intimate partner violence.  And we know that this is going to be highly  under-reported for the reasons I just mentioned.Co-occurring homelessness and intimate partner violence is highly complex, and problematic for both the homelessness and domestic violence service sectors.  And it is here that we would like to particularly focus attention today.I am going to hand over to Ashleigh now – to share some hands on practice experience of this issue…8:31



Young People’s Experiences…

“When someone is experiencing homelessness they 
are highly susceptible to DV as they may feel 
that they are alone except for their 
partner...that they are only loved by their 
partner despite the DV and they are safer with 
them than alone… 
Being homeless without their partner can 
actually open more doors for safe support and 
housing.”                                            *Alice, 19

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thank you RhianonI’d like to start by sharing the words of Alice, a young woman who we supported at BYS.  “When someone is experiencing homelessness they are highly susceptible to DV as they may feel that they are alone except for their partner...That they are only loved by their partner despite the DV and they are safer with them than alone… being homeless without their partner can actually open more doors for safe support and housing.” Alice shares here some of the key issues that are important for us to be aware of in our work.In particular, Alice discusses the profoundly isolating experience of homelessness. When young people are feel alone and without support networks, they are more vulnerable to violent relationships. Many young people like Alice have reported feeling as though the abusive partner is the only close relationship in their life. Alice also points out double-edged sword of being in a violent relationship during homelessness – young people may feel reliant on abusive partners for protection from the other risks of violence common in homelessness. This is a common story for young women and LGBTIQ young people. Young people often fear sexual and physical assault while homeless and may seek out or stay with partners who may provide them some protection from violence perpetrated by others. young people describe having to choose between the dangers of being homeless on their own and staying with an abusive partner.  3.   And thirdly Alice identifies that violent relationships can compound homelessness by being a barrier to accessing housing. 10:09



• “Violent partners ‘protect’ us from other risks”

• “How do you get away from a partner when 
you have no house or money?”

• “We are too risky for homelessness services”

• “We are too young for refuges but too old to be 
a child safety priority.”

• “We are alone, scared and have nowhere to go”

What young people tell us:

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Young people also talk aboutThe way that, in homelessness, there are no doors to lock or windows to bar.  They may have no safe place to go when homeless. Young people may need to use same spaces and be connected to the same communities as their partner.   Lack of money prevents them leaving the area and DVOs provide limited protection without a fixed address or when living in public spaces. For these reasons, it may be even more dangerous for people who are homeless to attempt to end a violent relationship.Young people’s situations are sometimes misunderstood as primarily a homelessness issue, rather than a domestic violence concern, preventing their access to DV refuge.  Those under 18 can often not access DV refugesbut young people may then be turned away from youth homelessness services – for simple lack of beds, or because of concern that the service not equipped to manage the potential safety issues related to intimate partner violence. 3. Young people in the older teen years often impacted by a lack of child safety capacity to find safe accommodation.  It is an ongoing critical issue that young people under 18yo fall through the gaps between homelessness, DV and child safety services, meaning they may have little choice but to remain in a situation of co-occurring violence and homelessness.11:32



“My first long term partner isolated 
me… groomed me and 
mentally/physically broke me. This 
was all instigated by them seeing 
that I had experienced long term DV 
and homelessness therefore I was 
vulnerable to their manipulations”                          

Alice*

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The vulnerability of homelessness can also exacerbate and reinforce the power and control dynamics that operate within relationship violence.   Alice described it well when she identified how her past experience of violence and current homelessness made her much more vulnerable to her partner’s manipulations.11:52



Mutually Reinforcing and Compounding Risks

Homelessness
Relationship 

Violence

Nowhere to go
Alone
Unsafe

Can’t access safe 
housing

Limited options 
for young people

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The intersection of homelessness and IPV too often creates a mutually reinforcing and compounding set of risks. With barriers to accessing DV refuge, homelessness accommodation services are not always a safe place for someone experiencing IPV - the service may not have sufficiently security or capacity to keep people safe, and street addresses of youth accommodation are often publicly known. This is not necessarily a critique of the services – in both sectors there are clear resourcing limitations that create barriers, but the result is that young people have nowhere to go.12:30



Issues for Workers…

• Consistently assessing Violence
• Focus on safety not just housing
• Responding when couples access 

together
• Opportunistic, creative & brief 

intervention

Presenter
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Being a worker in this space can be challenging, with significant practice and systemic issues to contend with.  Some key considerations include:That the first place a young people experiencing IPV presents at is usually not DV service.  It is important that Screening for violence risk is routinely conducted across all sectors. In situations of frequent high demand and limited resourcing, homelessness practice may focus primarily on sourcing housing and over-look potential safety or violence issues. A housing first approach should not blind us to other complex co-occurring issues.  Couples presenting together are a challenge for homelessness service providers, and the person using violence may control how their partner accesses support, such as whether their partner can see a worker individually, how much time they might spend with the worker and what they can disclose. The worker may be aware or unaware of this occurring.It is important that organisational processes encourage individual appointments as standard practice, and this is essential when is there any form of known or suspected violence present in the relationship.  Given the statistics Rhianon showed, we need to assume that this could apply to any young couple accessing homelessness support.When couples access services together it can be very difficult to make a sound assessment of the complex dynamics of intimate partner violence. My experience is that this can result in assumptions that violence ‘goes both ways’ or is mutual, in cases where it may appear that both parties use violent actions. We should be wary of making any assumptions about mutual violence without in-depth assessment of the dynamics of gender, power and control, self defence and acts of resistance.  Finally when violence is an issue we need to be prepared to engage in brief or opportunistic interventions. This could include setting up code words and phrases in advance, inviting Young Women for a ‘womens health check’, or other pretexts to get young people alone without elevating the risk etc.14:44



Working in the intersection…

• Avoiding collusion – balancing 
empathy and accountability for 
violence.

• Adapting practice to prioritize safety
• Risk of normalizing or desensitization 

to violence

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Finally, in homelessness and youth services we also regularly work with young people who are using violence – according to Rhianon’s stats, at least one in four. It is important that we are able to offer the person using violence a service whilst prioritising the safety of the person experiencing violence. It can be really tricky to engage a young person who is using violence whilst also maintaining strength-based practice, empathy and a position of holding them accountable for violent behaviours. The work requires a depth of skill and professional support that may not always be available across the sectors or outside of the DV sector.    It can be particularly difficult is if controlling or violent behaviours are used in the presence of a worker. In these moments, we need to find a safe way to acknowledge and respond to this behaviour without excusing it or making the person experiencing violence more unsafe. As primarily a homelessness worker this can be very challenging, but the risk is that a lack of response to violent behaviour results in us inadvertently normalising the behaviour or colluding.   With safety as the first priority workers need to be supported and prepared to adapt our responses appropriately -  moving support to alternate spaces or limiting access times for the person using violence to ensure that their partner also has a safe place to receive support.While there is indeed a lot of violence in this work it is important that workers don’t become desensitised or normalise violence as just a part of the homelessness experience. 16:24



Advice From a Young Person

“It is important to empower (through 
highlighting and recognising the 
individuals strengths/talents/gifts) the 
client to see not what the perpetrator 
may be telling them to see within 
themselves but what is truthfully within 
them… Express that you are not there to 
control them but to assist them.” *Alice

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to finish with Alice’s advice –Alice has kindly shared her experience to help us to learn and develop our responses to young people experiencing the unique challenges and barriers of intersecting IPV and homelessness. Alice reminds us to hold true to our strength based practice principles and continue to advocate with young people for their right to be safe and free of violence.(pause)17:00



Further intersections…
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Thanks Ash –before we move into some basic where to from here recommendations… we want to take a moment to reflect on the need to also acknowledge that there are multiple other intersecting issues that we also need to have in our visions… Intersectional homelessness and violence becomes ever more complex when it is overlayed with drug and alcohol use and dependency, with potential dynamics of power-over, financial stress and criminal implications. We know that young LGBTIQ+ people face really particular and elevated barriers and issues of invisibility and exclusion, particularly those who are not binary or cis-gendered male or female.  Not only are young people in same sex relationships rendered invisible or excluded by dominant heterosexual dialogues and negatively impacted by media stereotyping, particularly recently, what do you do when all services are divided and designated by gender and you are told it may not be safe for you to be housed with people of the gender you identify with, but its traumatic to be housed as the gender you don’t identify as? Ongoing research at BYS has raised concerns that young women and LGBTIQ young people may be particularly negatively impacted by bartering sex for a place to sleep, with patterns of very poor mental health, suicide and self harm resulting. And then there are the range of barriers created by involvement in the criminal justice system involvement, by disabilities or mental health issues.  And of course there are the very complex intersections with culture – with colonisation and displacement; with our First Nations People being over-represented in homelessness and at much greater risk of being killed by an intimate partner.  There are cultural complexities for refugee communities displaced in Australia and potentially facing not only language barriers but many layers of trauma, stereotyping and misrepresentation. There are so many mutually compounding issues that require a strong focus on inclusive practice that cuts across all of the many layers of intersectionality that exist in people’s lives and which interact with the impacts of violence and homelessness. 18:47



Where to from here?

Enhanced safety and 
violence response 

resourcing for 
homelessness 

services
Enhanced 

homelessness and 
youth related 

resourcing for DV 
services

Enhanced options for 
young people across 

both sectors

Presenter
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So where to from here – Our first step needs to be, we believe, a strategic strengthening the services that exist in this space.   We would love reach a point where we no longer say, as we regularly say now, to a 16 year old girl who is homeless and unsafe – “we are sorry, but there are simply no beds available in any services you are eligible for from The Gold coast to Gympie or out to Toowoomba… “.  We can’t work effectively in this complex and very challenging space while we are seeing up to 25 new young people a day coming for appointments with our small team of 4 intake workers.   We need more people, more beds, more capacity to respond to immediate needs so that we create space to effectively address intersectionality.And effective responses to intersectional violence and homelessness will need capacity development in all areas of our sectors. Youth services need greater capacity to respond to both intersecting issues. Homelessness services need more capacity to respond to young people and co-occurring violence issues, including better safety systems and resourcing to keep all service users safe from risk of violence.  The DV sector needs greater capacity to respond to the specific needs of young people, especially under 18s, as well as to accommodate and support those who are currently homelessness.�By building capacity across the system may reach a day when no vulnerable young person falls through the gaps created by limitations on service resourcing – I would argue that while better collaborative service delivery is a priority – it is not going to fill the gap created by simply not having enough resources to meet the needs.   20:15



Where to from here?

• Skills Sharing and Professional Development
• Cross-Sector Good Practice Frameworks 
• Investment in resourcing for consistent 

intersectional IPV and homelessness 
responses.

• Effective early intervention for both issues
• Access to intervention and support options

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But - as we build capacity we can also focus on better intersectional and collaborative work. Opportunities like today are a platform and a wonderful opportunity to move forward in developing better service integration.  We would like to see more work across the sectors in sharing of skills and professional development training.  We need to work on hands-on practice guides that will support workers in this complex space to frame and guide our intersectional responses in ways that prioritise safety, agency and capacity for change.  Homelessness workers are in a particularly complex positions of working on housing issues with both victims and perpetrators of violence. Without systemic support to be able to effectively address risks of violence it is not a safety issue but undermines longer term housing outcomes.   The sector also needs greater capacity for early intervention and greater access to harm reduction strategies like healthy relationship programs, trauma counselling and legal advice. 21:14



• Looking beyond ‘housing first’ to “safety first”  

While helping the pregnant couple find and move 
into a unit, Carly’s case worker tried to make 
appointments with just Carly but was often told 
“Jack thinks it’s better if we just meet here” or 
“Jack says we can’t meet you today”.  
After the baby was born Jack “lost control”, 
smashing the unit up and police were called.  The 
joint tenancy was ended due to safety risks and 
the locks changed. Casey was able to stay in the 
property with the baby and Jack was helped into 
housing elsewhere, however he continued to 
breach DVOs until jailed.                             

North West Youth Accomm. Service

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The housing first strategy has great strengths and benefits, however in the case of high risk intersectional issues like violence we need to be aware of not being blinkered but holding a concurrent “safety first” focus. Christine at North West Youth Accommodation Service has shared with us some great case examples of what can happen, and how it can be managed – a short excerpt of one is on this slide… The earlier and the more effectively that workers across both sectors can identify risks of violence and risks of homelessness – the more effectively we can prevent both from becoming barriers to longer term safety and housing security.  21:52



• Shared case work 
across sectors

• A whole of community 
response across 
multiple intersections 
including youth, DV, 
Cultural, AOD, Mental 
Health and 
Homelessness services

• Further Research 
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And finally – while there is much more we could say… with better shared frameworks for cross-sector practices we can move towards a preference for shared case work between homelessness and DV services – so that young people are not bounced from to the other, creating gaps for them to fall into, but are more often held by both service types - concurrently and consistently.  To do this we need to certainly acknowledge violence as a trigger for homelessness, but we also need to be aware of homelessness as a space of violence and be actively be focussed on the intersectional nature of these issues in the lives of vulnerable young people.And of course… we need to be working on whole of community responses that accommodate the multiple layers of intersectionality that exist in peoples lives.  These issues are rarely if ever just about DV and lack of housing, and both violence and homelessness are underpinned by intergenerational, systemic and socio-cultural patterns of disadvantage, trauma, gender and broader power imbalances.   So its big stuff… but if we can work together on turning conversation into real action, and of course more research to build a better evidence base for that action, then today can be part of creating real change. 23:00



Rhianon Vichta
Research and Evaluation Coordinator
Brisbane Youth Service
rvichta@brisyouth.org

Contact us: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So Thank you!I look forward to talking more with you all as the day progresses!

mailto:rvichta@brisyouth.org
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