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About WISHIN
Women’s Information, Support and Housing in the North (WISHIN) supports homeless women
and children in Melbourne’s northern region.
Our programs include:





Homelessness case management services
Specialist Family Violence Outposts situated within homelessness services
Community development initiatives that build women’s capacity and enhance their
wellbeing
A flagship program forging paths out of poverty for homeless women (pilot currently in
development)

WISHIN also advocates for marginalised women and their children. We seek to promote an
awareness of gender inequity, and the structures and practices that undermine women’s
economic independence and ability to thrive.

WISHIN’s clients
In the past year, the organisation supported 269 women and 311 children. Of these women,
42% were born overseas, 63% had children, with them, and 54% had a diagnosed mental
illness. All were living in poverty, with only 11% employed in low wage jobs and the remainder
either receiving no income at all or surviving on welfare subsidies1.

WISHIN’s expertise
WISHIN is one of only two organisations operating in the north that provide a gender-specific
service to homeless women. We provide the only women’s homelessness case management
response and operate the state’s only Family Violence Outpost program that ‘outposts’ specialist
family violence workers at three homelessness access points across the region. We are
recognised as an organisation that is willing to work with marginalised women whose complex
needs are not easily met through standard service responses.
WISHIN’s expertise includes:




Knowledge of the drivers of women’s homelessness, which include (but are not limited
to) family violence, poverty, mental health, substance issues, and trauma.
Practice expertise in responding to homeless women via both the family violence and
homelessness service sectors.
Understanding of the needs of women (and their children) who have complex issues
such as mental health, criminality, and trauma.
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Report Recommendations
Recommendation

Action

Recommendation 1: Address women’s economic security to prevent
homelessness.

Service
improvements.

I.
II.
III.

Increase the availability of affordable housing.
Increase the rate of government subsidies.
Invest in initiatives that increase women’s financial independence.

Recommendation 2: Provide a safety-net of subsidised housing support for
women by extending and expanding the scope of the Rapid Re-Housing
Program.
I.
II.

II.
III.

Roll out
existing
program.

Roll out the Family Violence Outpost Program.

Recommendation 4: Provide a gender-lensed response for homeless
women.
I.

Roll out
existing
program.

Extend the Rapid Re-Housing program for a further 24 months.
Extend the Rapid Re-Housing program to all homeless women.

Recommendation 3: Create interfaces between the family violence and
homelessness systems to ensure all victims of violence receive the
appropriate supports.
I.

New initiatives.

Increase the capacity of specialist women’s homelessness services
with experience in homelessness and family violence.
Provide a gender-lensed housing policy response.
Better integrate homelessness and child protection services to
ensure they are working towards the same goals of keeping women
and children safe and together.

Service
improvements.
New initiatives.

Recommendation 5: Dramatically increase the number of crisis
accommodation places for women and their children in Melbourne’s Northern
suburbs.

Service
improvements.

Recommendation 6: Commission research into the extent and impacts of
violence against homeless women.

New initiatives.

Recommendation 7: Fund services to provide periods of support based on
client need, rather than the type of housing provided for them.

Service
improvements.
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Part One: Gender inequality, a driver of economic insecurity, family
violence, and women’s homelessness
Gender and poverty
Women face greater economic insecurity than men. Several factors increase women’s
vulnerability to financial crises (and subsequent homelessness) including lower wages and poor
accumulation of wealth over a lifetime, greater likelihood of being a sole parent, and the low rate
of government support available to women on low incomes.
In terms of employment and wages, women earn $25,670 less than men on average and are
more likely to be employed in casual and part-time work2. The wage gap, combined with
women’s greater likelihood to take on caring responsibilities that reduce the time they spend in
the workforce, directly impacts on the wealth women are able to accumulate over their lifetimes.
Half of all women aged 45 to 59 for example, have only $8,000 or less in their superannuation
funds compared to $31,000 for men3. This difference is magnified in the average payouts for
those retiring now, with men receiving an average $110,000, while women retire on only
$37,0004. Women’s comparatively lower income and asset-base are directly contributing to the
rising numbers of homeless older women who are now the fastest growing group of homeless
people5.
Family structures and gendered parenting roles also leave women more vulnerable to poverty.
Women make up 82% of single parent households and many have to shoulder the costs of sole
parenting alone as a result of their ex-partner not meeting child support obligations6
For women living on low and no incomes, the benefit schemes available are among the lowest of
state support benefits. Newstart, a scheme accessed by a third of WISHIN’s clients last year,
provides only $601 per fortnight for a woman with two children. This rate has not increased in
real terms in over 25 years, prompting calls from The Australian Council for Social Services
(ACOSS) to increase Newstart by a minimum of $95 per week. ACOSS predicts that this
increase may just be enough to cover basic necessities and prevent further entrenchment into
poverty7.
Poverty is a gendered issue that forces many women and their children into homelessness. It is
therefore critical that solutions to ending women’s homelessness address women’s economic
security. Improving women’s economic security would not only help prevent women from falling
into poverty and becoming homeless in the first instance but would also prevent them reentering the homelessness service system. At present, many women exiting homelessness
services have the same, if not reduced, earning capacity. Without changing their financial
capability, these women - especially those unable to access safe, secure and affordable longterm housing - remain vulnerable to future housing crises.

Family violence, poverty and homelessness
Intersecting with women’s economic insecurity is their increased risk of experiencing violence.
One in five women over the age of 15 has experienced sexual violence and women are four
times more likely to be the victims of violence than men8. Women’s experience of family violence
has been established as a key driver of homelessness and was mentioned by 40% of women
presenting to Specialist Homelessness Services in 2018-2019 as their primary reason for
leaving home9.
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The economic security of victim survivors of violence can be undermined both during their
experience of violence and after they have left a violent relationship. Financial abuse controlling women’s finances and depriving them of access to financial resources - is now
recognised as a form of family violence. Conservative estimates suggest financial abuse occurs
in half of all family violence situations10.
Once separated from a violent partner, women who leave the family home and become
homeless are impacted by the costs of relocating, severed employment, and in some cases,
recovery from trauma for themselves and their children that prevents them returning to work11.
Whether they stay or go, victim survivors face the financial struggle of maintaining mortgage
repayments or rental costs on a single income. As a result of poverty, victim survivors are highly
vulnerable to future episodes of homelessness.
The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence identified the intersecting impacts of
family violence, poverty and homelessness and WISHIN welcomes the raft of long-term
initiatives aimed at challenging the social and structural drivers of family violence12. They are
certainly needed if we are to achieve long-term change. Yet while societal attitudes and gender
stereotypes provide the context in which violence is sanctioned and proliferates, poverty
prevents women leaving violence sooner and is often the reason they return. Programs that
increase women’s economic security and independence are a critical missing component of the
excellent work being done to prevent violence against women and their children.
Recommendation 1: Address women’s economic security to prevent homelessness.
I.

WISHIN supports the call from Council for Homeless Persons (CHP) and the state-wide
alliance of housing peak bodies to increase the availability of affordable housing to
meet current and future demand. We support CHP’s call for the State Government to
commit to an extra 6000 social housing properties a year each year for 10 years and for
a commitment to mandatory inclusionary zoning on new housing developments. Access
to affordable housing will improve women’s circumstances by reducing the proportion of
their income that would otherwise be spent on private rental.

II.

Increase the rate of government subsidies to provide women with adequate levels of
economic security and prevent them from falling further into poverty. WISHIN supports
ACOSS’s campaign to ‘Raise the Rate’ of Newstart to a minimum of $95 extra per week.

III.

Invest in initiatives that increase women’s financial independence by addressing the
multiple barriers they face to economic security. For women who are homeless or at risk
of homelessness, barriers include poverty and/or family violence related trauma,
substance use, insufficient work experience and qualifications, as well as caring
responsibilities that prevent engagement in work and study.
WISHIN is in the process of establishing an evidence-based coaching model based on
the brain science of poverty, for example. The program matches participants with
coaches who work with them on addressing barriers to employment in a self-directed
framework. Over the program’s duration, women have the chance to practice strategies
and behaviours that foster future-directed thinking, rather than being stuck in the crisis
mode that poverty engenders. The program has been adopted internationally and
independent evaluations have found impressive outcomes in improving women’s
relationships, wellbeing, qualifications, and earning capacity.
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Addressing women’s economic security has a number of flow-on effects. Not only do women
and their immediate families benefit, but so too does the public purse and the availability of
affordable housing. If a woman is housed in community housing for example and contributing
30% of her income in rent, the more she earns, the more income the housing provider receives.
Moreover, a higher income means this woman is more likely to move out of community housing
and into a private rental of her choosing, freeing up her spot for another women experiencing or
at risk of homelessness.
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greater support needs of many women following a period of intense stress, trauma and
upheaval. It also provides time for women to gain the skills and work experience that will
increase their earning capacity.
II.

WISHIN also recommends extending the Rapid Re-Housing program to all homeless
women. There are many sources of trauma in addition to family violence, including the
trauma of poverty and mental illness, that require a longer period of support to enable
people to find stability in their lives.
An expanded Rapid Re-Housing program will be most effective at supporting the needs
of vulnerable women and children when combined with schemes to increase women’s
financial independence (cf. Recommendation 1.III). It is also critical that the case
management component of the model receives funding.
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supports people that are homeless or housed in a transitional housing property. For those in
public housing or for the vast majority renting on the private market, support ends as soon as
they are housed. For people with higher support needs and more complex or chaotic lives,
ending their support at this time places them at risk of being unable to maintain their tenancy
and being evicted into homelessness once more. Elina’s story is an example of a recent client
that WISHIN worked with.
Recommendation 3: Create interfaces between the family violence and homelessness systems
to ensure all victims of violence receive the appropriate supports.
I.

Roll out the Family Violence Outpost Program that is currently run by WISHIN in
Melbourne’s Northern suburbs to the rest of Victoria.

Recommendation 4: Provide a gender-lensed response for homeless women.
I.

II.
III.

Increase the capacity of specialist women’s homelessness services with experience in
homelessness and family violence who can respond to the intersections of gendered
poverty, family violence and homelessness.
Provide a gender-lensed housing policy response, taking into account the needs of
women and children as distinct from the needs of single men.
Better integrate homelessness and child protection services to ensure they are working
towards the same goals of keeping women and children safe and together.

Recommendation 5: Dramatically increase the number of crisis accommodation places for
women and their children in Melbourne’s Northern suburbs. Accommodation must be secure and
meet the needs of women, including providing cooking and washing facilities.
Recommendation 6: Commission research into the extent and impacts of violence against
homeless women in Australia.
Recommendation 7: Fund services to provide periods of support based on client need, rather
than the type of housing provided for them.

14
15 of 16

LC LSIC Inquiry into
Homelessness in Victoria
Submission 357

References
1

WISHIN (2019). Annual Report 2018-2019.

2

Workplace Gender Equality Agency (2018). Australia's gender equality scorecard 2018-2019,
Australian Government.
3

Simon Kelly (2006). 'Entering Retirement: the Financial Aspects' (Paper presented at the
Communicating the Gendered Impact of Economic Policies: The Case of Women's Retirement
Incomes, Perth, 12-13 December 2006.
4

Ross Clare (2007). 'Are retirement savings on track?'. The Association of Superannuation
Funds of Australia Limited.
5

Australian Human Rights Commission (2019). Older Women’s Risk of Homelessness:
Background Paper 2019.
6

Good Shepherd Australia New Zealand (2018). Fact Sheet: How does poverty impact women
in Australia?
7

Australian Council of Social Services Raise the Rate Campaign (2019),
https://raisetherate.org.au/ , accessed on 03/02/2020.
8

Our Watch (2019). Facts and Figures https://www.ourwatch.org.au/UnderstandingViolence/Facts-and-figures, accessed on 03/02/2020.
9

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Specialist homelessness services annual
report 2018‐19.
10

Macdonald, F. (2012). Spotlight on economic abuse: A literature and policy review.
Collingwood, Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service.
11

Desmond, K. (2011). Filling the gap: Integrated post crisis response for women and children
who have experienced family violence. Good Shepherd Youth & Family Services and McAuley
Community Services for Women.
12

Neave, M., Faulkner, P., & Nicholson, T. (2016). Royal commission into family violence:
Summary and recommendations. Victoria: Victorian Government Printer.
13

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Specialist homelessness services annual
report 2018‐19
14

Flanagan, K., Blunden, H., Valentine, K., Henriette, J. (2019). Housing outcomes after family
and domestic violence, AHURI Final Report No. 311.
15

WISHIN (2019). Annual Report 2018-2019.

16

Western Homelessness Network (2019). Submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry into
Homelessness, 2019.
17

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019). Specialist homelessness services annual
report 2018‐19.
18

Our Watch (2019). Facts and Figures https://www.ourwatch.org.au/UnderstandingViolence/Facts-and-figures, accessed on 03/02/2020
19

Johnson, G., Ribar, D. C., & Zhu, A. (2017). Women's Homelessness: International Evidence
on Causes, Consequences, Coping and Policies.
20

Jasinski, J. L. (2010). Hard lives, mean streets: Violence in the lives of homeless women.
UPNE; Tyler K.A., Wright J.D. (2019) Homelessness and Sexual Assault. In: O'Donohue W.,
Schewe P. (eds) Handbook of Sexual Assault and Sexual Assault Prevention. Springer, Cham

15
16 of 16

