A frontline guide to homelessness

Brought to you by
Vinnies volunteers

DOES HOMELESSNESS
MAKE YOU FEEL

UNCOMFORTABLE?

If the answer
is yes, you’re
not alone.
This guide answers some
of the common questions
people ask Vinnies
volunteers about the issue
of homelessness and
sleeping rough, as well as
providing some tips and
conversations starters.
However homelessness
is not just rooflessness,
the more we understand
homelessness, the better
equipped we are to work
together in addressing its
causes.

WHAT IS
HOMELESSNESS?

Homelessness is not
always easy to see.
When a person does not have a safe,
permanent living arrangement, they
are considered to be homeless. This
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includes people who are couch surfing,
living in supported accommodation,
boarding houses or makeshift dwellings.

In 2018, almost 400
people were sleeping
rough in Melbourne’s
CBD and inner suburbs1,
but the reality is on any
given night, more than
24,000 Victorians are
homeless2.
1
2

Source: City of Melbourne
Source: ABS 2018

WHO IS
HOMELESS?

The majority of people
experiencing homelessness
are men but the number of women without
a safe and permanent home has risen
significantly in Victoria since 2011.
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Indigenous people make up one quarter of
the people who are homeless. Almost one in
.
six homeless Victorians are children under 12

WHAT CAUSES
HOMELESSNESS?
40%

Lack of
affordable
housing

35%

Escaping
family violence

11%

Money/income
issues

5%

Relationship/family
breakdowns

2%

Mental/physical illness
and/or addiction

7%

Other

Source: chp.org.au/homelessness
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Vinnies has been helping
vulnerable Victorians
since 1854. We provide
assistance with the every
day living essentials
through our face to face
and youth and education
programs. Eight soup
van operations
throughout Victoria
work directly with
people sleeping rough.
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Every night of the
year, 1,400 Vinnies
soup van volunteers
serve up to 1,000
people who are at
risk or experiencing
homelessness.

HOW DO PEOPLE
BECOME HOMELESS?

Anyone can
become
homeless as a result of an
unforeseeable event. They
might have lost their job, or
become ill and not be able
to get regular work. They
may not be able to afford
the rising cost of housing.
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Family violence is one
of the leading causes of
homelessness in Australia
as it can lead to difficult
situations where people are
left with few options and
little support.

“From my experience on the
soup vans I have learned to
never judge anybody. You
don’t know where that person
has come from and you don’t
know their situation.”
– Danusia Kaska, Vinnies Soup Van
Operations Manager

WHAT DO I DO?

The reality is that
you may never
really know or meet the majority
of people who are experiencing
homelessness.
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If you do encounter someone
who is sleeping rough, the most
important thing is to be kind,
respectful and treat the person as
an equal.
When people come to the Vinnies
Soup Vans, they often don’t
come for the food, they come for
the social interaction. For some,
this may be the only chance to
talk to someone all day.

“On the soup vans, if we
come across someone
sitting in the street, we
sit down with them. This
shows you want to chat
and is less imposing.”
– Shaun Bourke, Fitzroy Soup Van
President

WHAT SHOULD I SAY?
y
If you come across someone who is visibl
mpassionate.
experiencing homelessness, please be co
ice friendly.
Treat people respectfully and keep your vo
and subjects
Avoid any questions that start with “Why”
nt that you’re
like religion and politics. It’s really importa
just there as a listener.

Say hello and
introduce yourself.
Simply being
acknowledged can
mean a lot for someone
who is often ignored.
What’s your name?
Something as simple as
learning their name and
greeting them daily can
make a big difference.
How are you doing?
I’m feeling thirsty –
want a coffee?
If you have time for
a chat, this can be
a good ice-breaker.

Do you have
somewhere to sleep
tonight?
They might not, but you
can use your phone to
locate the nearest crisis
accommodation centre.
Do you follow a footy
team?
Many people are
enthusiastic about
sports, regardless of
their situation. This is
a great way to start a
chat.
Be mindful if you’re
chatting with an
Indigenous Australian.
Some cultures avoid eye
contact.

SHOULD I
GIVE MONEY?
Donating money to charities like Vinnies will
help many people who are experiencing
homelessness with essential items such as food
es.
accommodation, clothing and other living expens
y want to
If you encounter someone on the street, you ma
offer a gift in lieu of cash.
it as a gift
If you choose to give money to someone, treat
nd it.
and understand that they can decide how to spe
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Always offer
help first,
rather than running the risk
of giving something they may
not want or need. Sometimes
just asking someone if they
need a coffee or a sandwich
can make a difference.
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Gift cards from
supermarket
chains.
Clean,
dry socks.

Ponchos
when it’s
raining.

Muesli bars are
easy to keep in your
pockets or bag, and
provide energy and
nutrition.

WHAT DO I
TELL MY KIDS?
“Why is that
person sleeping
in a doorway?”
When someone
doesn’t have a
home, they look
for somewhere
with a bit of
shelter to protect
them when they
sleep.

“Why don’t they
sleep at their
mum’s house?”
Not everyone has
friends or family
who can help
them.

“Can’t they just
buy a house?”
Not everyone has
enough money
to own or rent a
home, because
these things are
very expensive.

“What’s wrong
with that
person?”
They might have
an injury or illness
that causes them
to act differently
to others.

“I tell children about the
reality of rough sleeping;
maybe they don’t have a
mum and dad that looked
after them. Maybe mum
and dad weren’t well.
Maybe they lost a job.”
– Danusia Kaska, Vinnies Soup Van
Operations Manager

HOW ELSE CAN I HELP?
Downloading this guide is a step
towards making a difference in the
lives of people who are experiencing homelessness.
There are also other ways to have an impact.
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GET INVOLVED

Volunteering with Vinnies will not only change your perspective, it
will let people experiencing homelessness know their community
cares. We have many volunteer opportunities, such as helping
with our soup vans, working with families doing it tough and
assisting in our retail stores. www.vinnies.org.au/volunteer

MAKE A DONATION

Support from compassionate people like you allows us
to continue to help people through our soup vans, home
visitation, youth and education programs.
www.vinnies.org.au/donate

DONATE GOODS AND CLOTHING

You can donate clothing, blankets, furniture and household
items to Vinnies. We can pass them on to people experiencing
homelessness or sell items in our shops, with
every dollar raised assisting critical programs and services.
www.vinnies.org.au/shops

FOR MORE
INFORMATION
CONTACT VINNIES
TODAY
13 18 12
donation@svdp-vic.org.au
St Vincent de Paul Society Victoria Inc.
ABN 28 911 702 061 I RN A0042727Y

The St Vincent de Paul Society is founded on a strong commitment to put
people at the centre of all the good work that we do. We strive to help shape
an Australia transformed by compassion and justice.

