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A resource for advocacy  

Homelessness in Australia  
On Census night 2021: ABS Census 2021 

➢ 122,494 people were experiencing homelessness in Australia, up 5.2% from 2016. 

➢ Almost one in four (37%) were children and young people between 12 and 24.   

➢ One in seven were children under 12 years old. 

➢ One in five identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. 

Homelessness is not only ‘rooflessness’. Just 6.2% of people without a home are sleeping rough. 

Most homelessness is hidden – people staying in crisis accommodation, rooming houses, insecure 

housing, overcrowded dwellings or couch surfing.  

 

The housing crisis is driving increased homelessness  
The housing system is failing people on low incomes and increasing the risk of homelessness.   

● Sharp increase in numbers of people at risk of homelessness. In 2022, 3 million people 

were at risk of homelessness, where one setback like job loss or illness could mean losing 

their home — up 63% since 2016. (IA 2024)  

● Rental stress is getting worse and lasting longer. In 2023, 54% of low-income renters 

were in rental stress, with 21% paying more than half their income in rent: the highest rate in 

a decade. The proportion stuck in stress for two or more years rose sharply from 48% in 2022 

to 60% in 2023. (NHSAC 2025)  

● The private rental market is out of reach to low-income households. Nationally, only 

0.7% of rental properties are affordable for a single full-time minimum wage worker, while 

affordability is effectively zero for people receiving JobSeeker or Youth Allowance. (Anglicare 

2025, Rental Affordability Snapshot) 

● Rental stress drives homelessness. The proportion of homelessness service clients 

seeking help because they couldn't afford housing has almost doubled over the past decade, 

making it the fastest growing reason for seeking assistance. More than half (53%) were 

already homeless when they approached a service in 2024–25, compared with one-third 

(32%) ten years earlier. (AIHW 2024-25, Clients experiencing housing affordability stress)  

● More people with jobs are seeking SHS support. The proportion of employed people 

seeking homelessness support increased from 10.9% to 15.3% over the five years to 2022–

23 (AHM)  

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/housing/estimating-homelessness-census/latest-release
https://homelessnessaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Impact-Economics-Call-Unanswered.pdf
https://nhsac.gov.au/sites/nhsac.gov.au/files/2025-05/ar-state-housing-system-2025.pdf
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/publications/2025-rental-affordability-snapshot/
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/publications/2025-rental-affordability-snapshot/
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/feature-topic-clients-working-receiving-shs


Homelessness services are in high demand, with significant unmet demand  
Homelessness services are stretched beyond their limits. In 2024-25, more than 370,000 requests 

for assistance either went unanswered, were turned away without support, or could not be met with 

the housing or specialist services people needed.     

● Historically high levels of SHS assistance provided. In 2024–25, almost 289,000 people 

were assisted by specialist homelessness services (AIHW 2024-25), reflecting sustained 

demand at historically high levels. Providers have reported a 12% increase in monthly 

caseloads since 2019–20 (AHM 2024). 

Key client groups include:  

➢ Six in ten SHS clients are female. Nearly one in ten (9.3%) of female clients are 

aged over 55 years.  

➢ Over one third (34% or 92,300) are single parents with one or more children   

➢ Almost one third (29%) are First Nations  

➢ Children account for more than one in four (27%) SHS clients: 15% are aged under 

10 years, 12% 10-17 years.  

➢ 15% of SHS clients are unaccompanied children and young people    

 

• Family and domestic violence is the leading cause of homelessness. People who have 

experienced FDV account for 40% of SHS clients. The number of people in this group have 

increased by annual average of 3% from 2012-12 to 2024-25. (AIHW 2024-25, family and 

domestic violence)   

See AIHW state and territory factsheets for key SHS data.  

● Large and growing numbers are turned away without any assistance. In 2024–25, 

homelessness services recorded around 129,000 requests for help that they could not 

respond to, an average of 353 requests every day were turned away because services lacked 

capacity. This represents an increase of over 17% on unassisted request numbers from the 

year before. Around two thirds of unassisted requests were made by females.  (AIHW 2024-

25 Unassisted requests for service)  

● Many go uncounted in the official “unassisted requests” data. A further 123,000 

requests each year are estimated to be missing from AIHWs official data because people are 

turned away without being recorded or their calls go unanswered by overwhelmed 

homelessness services. Analysis in the Call Unanswered report (Impact Economics 2024) 

revealed homelessness services regularly go ‘on bypass’ to manage overwhelming demand:   

➢ 83% of services are unable to answer phone calls at times.   

➢ Near 40% have shut their doors during operating hours to cope with demand. 

● For those who receive SHS assistance, their needs frequently cannot be met. Because 

there is not enough housing to go around, SHS services frequently cannot meet client need. 

Of the 169,000 (or three in five) SHS clients needing accommodation assistance in 2024–25 

(AIHW 2024-25, Services provided and unmet need): 

➢ 81,900 people (72%) had an unmet need for long-term housing, up from 70% the 

year earlier. 

➢ 36,200 people (31%) had an unmet need for short-term or emergency 

accommodation. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/about
https://www.unsw.edu.au/content/dam/pdfs/ada/city-futures/AHM_Final_v3.pdf?utm_source
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-who-have-experienced-fdsv
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-who-have-experienced-fdsv
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/state-and-territory-summary-data-and-fact-sheets
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/unassisted-requests-for-services
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/unassisted-requests-for-services
https://homelessnessaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Impact-Economics-Call-Unanswered.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/services-provided-and-unmet-need


Needs for specialised services were often not met: unmet need for psychiatric services (45%) 

and drug/alcohol counselling (33%). (AIHW 2024-25, Services provided and unmet need) 

 

Client needs are becoming more complex   
● More people are already homeless when they first seek help. The number of new clients 

already homeless before they accessed support rose 9% to more than 10,000 people each 

month (AHM 2024).  

● Rough sleeping continues to grow. The number of people sleeping rough at the start of 

homelessness support increased by 39% between 2019–20 and 2024–25. (AIHW 2024-25 

Clients by housing situation at beginning of support) 

● People are needing support for longer. The median duration of homelessness service 

support increased by 44% over the five years to 2022–23, reflecting growing difficulty 

securing housing and exiting homelessness. (AHM 2024, using AIHW data).  

● Persistent homelessness has increased sharply. Persistent homelessness (being without 

a home for more than seven months over a 24-month period) has increased 39% over the 

last six years. 2024-25 data (AIHW 2024-25, Persistent homelessness) reveals.   

➢ 1 in 7 SHS clients (around 41,000 people) experience persistent homelessness.  

➢ Half (50%) have a current mental health issue. 

➢ Almost half (47%) are children and young people.  

➢ 42% are women and children affected by family or domestic violence.  

● High rate of return for homelessness services: One in 5 (21% or 60,900 clients) returned 

to SHS support after not receiving it in the previous 12 months. (AIHW 2024-25, Patterns of 

service use)  

First Nations people are dramatically overrepresented  
The ongoing impacts of colonisation, discrimination and intergenerational disadvantage are reflected 

in the stark overrepresentation of First Nations people across all homelessness measures.   

● First Nations homelessness is rising. On Census night in 2021, around 25,000 First 

Nations people were without a home — up 6.4% since 2016.  Around 60% were living in 

severely overcrowded conditions. First Nations people are 8.8 times more likely to be 

experiencing homelessness than non-Indigenous Australians. (ABS Census 2021)  

● Homelessness is a common experience for First Nations people. Nearly one in three 

(29%) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people aged 15 and over have experienced 

homelessness in their lifetime. (ABS, based on 2014-15 NATSISS)  

● Almost one third of homelessness service clients are First Nations. Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people make up just 3.8% of the population but almost one in three 

(29%) of homelessness service clients (AIHW 2024-2025). 

➢ 62% female  

➢ 47% aged under 25 years  

➢ 34% single parents with one or more children  

➢ 16% unaccompanied child or young person  

➢ 41% had experienced family or domestic violence (for 25% family or domestic 

violence was the main reason for seeking assistance)   

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/services-provided-and-unmet-need
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-services-and-outcomes?
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-services-and-outcomes?
https://www.unsw.edu.au/content/dam/pdfs/ada/city-futures/AHM_Final_v3.pdf?utm_source
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/persistent-homelessness
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-services-and-outcomes?
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/housing/estimating-homelessness-census/latest-release
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/housing-statistics-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/latest-release
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/first-nations-clients


➢ 25% had a current mental health issue 

 

● Persistent homelessness has risen sharply for First Nations. There’s been a 75% 

increase in the number of First Nations SHS clients experiencing persistent homelessness 

from 2018–19 to 2024–25, compared with a 39% rise across all clients. (AIHW 2024-25)  

● Housing disadvantage for First Nations is severe across key metrics.    

➢ Approximately one in eight First Nations households had unmet core housing needs: 

mostly due to unaffordable rentals or severe overcrowding. This is around double the 

rate for all Australian households (AHURI 2025, using 2021 Census data)  

➢ First Nations people are nearly three times as likely to be living in overcrowded 

conditions that non-Indigenous people (18.6% compared with 6.5%). (AIHW 2025, 

using 2021 Census data)  

➢ First Nations households are around 5.6 times more likely to live in social housing 

than non-Indigenous households (ABS Census 2021) 

➢ 42% of First Nations households own or are purchasing their home, compared with 

around 68% of non-Indigenous households. (AIHW 2026)   

Homelessness is costing lives  
People experiencing homelessness are dying decades earlier than other Australians. (AIHW 2025, 

People with a history of SHS support who have died) 

● Premature deaths. People with a history of specialist homelessness services have a death 

rate 1.8 times higher than the general population and a median age at death of just 55 years. 

Those with a history of rough sleeping die around a decade younger again.    

● One in 20 suicides and one in six accidental poisonings in Australia involve people who 

have been recently homeless. Deaths of despair from suicide or overdose are the leading 

cause of death among people without homes. 

● Nine potentially avoidable deaths every day among people with a history of SHS support 

and almost 100 years (94 years) of potential life lost each day to people who received SHS 

support in the last year of life. 

 

Timely, effective support prevents and reduces homelessness  
● Strong case to prevent child homelessness. Experiencing homelessness before age 16 is 

a strong predictor of adult homelessness. 27% of SHS clients are 17 years or younger.  

● Homelessness costs taxpayers. The most acute homelessness currently costs taxpayers 

around $140,000 per person each year, largely through avoidable health and justice 

expenditure. (Taylor Fry 2021, for NSW Dept of Communities and Justice. Cost estimates 

converted to 2026 NPV).  

● Homelessness services make a difference 

➢ Early intervention works. More than 8 in 10 (81%) people who sought specialist 

homelessness services while they were at risk of homelessness avoided becoming 

homeless. (Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services 2026). (PC)  

➢ Each avoided eviction saves over $12,000 in downstream costs (IA) 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/persistent-homelessness#persistent
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/analysis/news/first-nations-housing-crisis-major-study-reveals-huge-gap-affordable-rental-housing?
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/indigenous-housing?
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/housing/estimating-homelessness-census/latest-release
https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/measures/2-01-housing
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/people-death-shs-support
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/people-death-shs-support
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/noindex/2025-01/pathways-to-homelessness-final-report-december-2021.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/housing-homelessness/


● Housing First supportive housing breaks the crisis cycle. For people experiencing 

persistent homelessness and complex needs, supportive housing delivered using Housing 

First principles is one of the most effective interventions available. It improves housing 

stability, reduces hospital and mental health service use, and delivers strong economic 

returns. (Link to new paper)  

 

The Australian public overwhelmingly support action on homelessness   
● Australians are seeing the homelessness crisis grow and want governments to act.  

➢ In polling across 24 electorates, 60% of people under financial stress noticed rising 

homelessness in their community.  

➢ Even among those not under stress, 40% reported an increase.  

● There is strong bipartisan support for targeted investment: Redbridge 2025 

➢ 89% back increased investment for women and children escaping domestic violence  

➢ 88% back increased investment for homeless children and young people  

➢ 80% back increased investment for people sleeping rough  

➢ 74% agree homelessness will never be eliminated without more social housing  

➢ 73% back increased investment for those at risk of losing their home  

Key data sources:   
• AIHW 2024-25 Specialist homelessness services annual report 2024-25 

• AIHW state and territory factsheets for key SHS data 

• AIHW 2025 Housing circumstances of First Nations people   

• AIHW 2026 Indigenous Health Performance Framework 

• AHURI 2025 Indigenous housing support in Australia: the lay of the land 

• Impact Economics, Call Unanswered (IA 2025)  

• Anglicare 2025, Rental Affordability Snapshot 

• Australian Homelessness Monitor 2024 (AHM 2024)  

• Productivity Commission Report on Government Services: Housing and homelessness 2026 

(PC 2026)  

• NHSAC, State of Housing System Report 2026 (NHSAC 2026) 

• NHSAC, State of Housing System Report 2025 (NHSAC 2025)  

• 2018–19 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey (NATSIHS)   

• Taylor Fry 2021, Pathways to Homelessness, Final report, NSW Dept of Communities and 

Justice. 

  

https://homelessnessaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Homelessness-Research-Presentation-Feb-2025.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/clients-services-and-outcomes
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/contents/state-and-territory-summary-data-and-fact-sheets
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/indigenous-housing?
https://www.indigenoushpf.gov.au/measures/2-01-housing
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/analysis/news/first-nations-housing-crisis-major-study-reveals-huge-gap-affordable-rental-housing?
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/publications/2025-rental-affordability-snapshot/
https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/housing-homelessness/
https://nhsac.gov.au/sites/nhsac.gov.au/files/2026-04/ar-state-housing-system-2026.pdf
https://nhsac.gov.au/reports-and-submissions/state-housing-system-2025
https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/noindex/2025-01/pathways-to-homelessness-final-report-december-2021.pdf

