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What is a social problem?

Social problems are not just out there 
as objective realities; social problems 

are constructed by human actors 
making claims about what is a 

problem and what should be done 
about it

Donileen Loseke – Thinking about Social Problems
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Stephen Toulmin’s model 
analysis of everyday 
argumentation

Joel Best – ‘contextual 
constructionism’



Cultural Definition of Homelessness?

…homelessness and inadequate housing are socially 
constructed cultural concepts that are located in time 

and in certain social and cultural contexts. The 
concepts are socially relative in the sense that they 

refer to realities that change over time, but not 
absolutely relative or arbitrary in a philosophical 

sense

David MacKenzie & Chris Chamberlain – see Homelessness Definitions: An international Review



Categories		 Living	Situations	 Operational	definitions	

	

	

	

Marginal	Housing	

Living	situations	close	to	the	
margin	of	the	minimum	
community	cultural	standard	
for	housing	and	living	
arrangements	in	Australia	

A	highly	overcrowded	household	

Living	in	improvised	dwellings	on	
land	the	resident	owns	or	is	
purchasing	

Renting	a	dwelling	not	meeting	
regulations	for	a	habitable	dwelling	

Living	in	a	permanently	in	a	caravan	
park	

Tertiary	Homelessness	
People	living	in	single	rooms	
in	private	boarding	houses	-
without	a	bathroom	or	
kitchen	and	without	security	
of	tenure	

Living	in	a	boarding/rooming	house	
with	shared	facilities	and	no	security	
of	tenure	

Permanent/	semi-permanent	
household	(no	members	employed)	
renting	in	a	caravan	park	

	

	

	

	

Secondary	Homelessness	

People	moving	between	or	
living	in	various	forms	of	
temporary	shelter	including	
with	friends	and	relatives	
with	no	where	to	live,	
emergency	accommodation,	
crisis	accommodation,	
hostels	boarding	houses	used	
as	crisis	accommodation	or	
caravan	parks	used	as	crisis	
accommodation	

Transitional	accommodation	while	
waiting	for	access	to	affordable	
housing	

Temporary	rent	free	occupation	of	
house	or	flat	by	a	person(s)	with	no	
other	usual	address	

Temporary	accommodation	with	
friends/relatives/acquaintances	–	
‘couch-surfing’	

Emergency	accommodation	in	
hotel/motel	or	caravan	park	with	a	
voucher	from	homeless	agency	

Homeless	crisis	accommodation	or	
night	shelter	

	

	

Primary	Homelessness	

People	without	conventional	
accommodation	living	on	the	
streets,	in	squats,	railway	
carriages,	in	cars,	under	
bridges	or	in	parks	

	

Occupation	of	temporary	Improvised	
dwelling	by	a	person	with	no	usual	
address	

Sleeping	in	a	disused	building/	
railway		carriage	etc	

Sleeping	in	a	car	or	van	

Sleeping	rough	in	parks,	on	the	street	
or	under	bridges	

 

Table 2: Australian cultural definition of homelessness: A revised model of homelessness 
based on shared community cultural standards embodied in housing practices.

Reference: Mackenzie, D. 
Homelessness: Definitions –
An International Review. In 
Smith, S. et.al (2012). 
International Encyclopedia of 
Housing and Home, Elsevier.
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‘a policy dark age’



National Youth 
Commission into 
Youth Homelessness 
[NYC]

2007-2008

Launched first week 
of April 2008









Theory of Change: 
Policy Formation
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A ‘community of schools & services’ 
[COSS] model

‘Collective Impact’



COLLABORATION

‘community of schools and 
services’

COSS Model

EARLY IDENTIFICATION

‘Population Screening’

AIAD – Australian Index 

of Adolescent Development

PRACTICE 
FRAMEWORK

▪ Multi-tiered;
▪ Flexible;
▪ Dynamic over time;

LONGITUDINAL 
OUTCOMES 

MEASUREMENT
▪ Reduced family conflicts 

& homelessness;
▪ Less early school leaving

Foundations of the COSS Model



Common Agenda All participants have a shared vision for change 
including a common understanding of the 
problem and a joint approach to its solution 
through agreed upon actions. 

Shared Measurement Data collection and measurement of outcomes 
consistently across all participants to ensure 
efforts remain aligned and participants hold 
each other accountable.

Mutually Reinforcing 

Activities

The activities of participants may be different 
while still being tightly coordinated through a 
mutually agreed common plan of action.

Continuous 

Communication

Consistent and open communication amongst 
participants to build trust, assure mutual 
objectives and build common motivation.

Backbone Support A skilled staff and organisational form to build 
and manage the entire collective impact 
initiative by coordinating the participant 
organisations and activities.

‘Collective Impact’





The future requires 
system reform

Place-based Collective Impact!

This is the Upstream Project!


