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Recommendations
Recommendation 1

Ininvestigating the intergenerational effects of housing inequity, children’s
experiences must be given full consideration.

Recommendation 2

In developing an overarching strategy to reduce housing inequity in Australia, the
impacts on children now and on their futures must be centred. The MOR Framework,
discussed here, provides a practical and tested means of achieving this.

Recommendation 3

Housing must be understood as a fundamental human right for all, regardless of age.
Decisions around tax reform and investment must begin with this recognition, leading
to arights-based, equitable approach to taxation and distribution that incentivises
responsible investment and fulfils of the right to housing for all.

Recommendation 4

Emergency housing must be of an adequate standard, including providing essential
facilities for cooking, heating, washing, and sleeping. In developing regulation around
emergency housing, children must be centred. This includes taking account of
children’s specific safety, developmental, and educational needs. Play spaces must
be available for all children living in emergency housing.

Recommendation 5

Specialist, child-centred homelessness services must be available and resourced.
These services must respond to the specific needs of children, both those seeking
support with families and those who are unaccompanied.*

Recommendation 6

All homelessness and emergency housing services must be child-inclusive, taking
account of the specific needs of children, even when they are seeking support as part
of a family group.

Recommendation 7

In responding to the urgent need for affordable housing, regulation is needed to
ensure that the nature, quality and location of housing respond to children’s needs for
services and facilities - including play facilities - close to home. Failing to locate
services and facilities within new developments will further entrench inequity.

* The Children’s Policy Centre defines ‘child-centred’ approaches as those that place children's needs,
rights and interests as the primary focus; ‘child-inclusive’ approaches do not position children as the
primary focus, but ensure that children's needs, rights and interests are recognised as a primary focus
(among others), and children are identified as key stakeholders in policy processes and outcomes
(Bessell & Vuckovic, 2023)
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Introduction

We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Senate Select Committee on
Intergenerational Housing Inequity Inquiry.

We base this submission on our research with children growing up in contexts of
poverty undertaken between 2022 and 2026.

This submission was originally made in April 2026.

The Children’s Policy Centre

The Children’s Policy Centre is based at the Crawford School of Public Policy, The
Australian National University. The Centre has three key objectives:

1. Toundertake innovative, rights-based, inter-disciplinary research with children
on a range of issues relating to children’s policy.

2. Toconnect researchers, policy makers and practitioners working on a range of
issues to promote the human rights, wellbeing and best interests of children.

3. Tocommunicate research findings to contribute to child-inclusive and child-
centred policy.

In defining children, we draw on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNCRC) and focus on people aged under eighteen years.

More for Children (MfC) is the current flagship program of research at the Children’s
Policy Centre. MfC is a program of transformative research that aims to understand,
assess, and respond to child poverty from a child standpoint.

Housing is a basic human right for children (Article 27 of the UNCRC and Article 11 of
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights), but one that is
severely undermined by the experience of poverty. This submission draws on the
findings of the More for Children research, which illuminated the extent to which the
absence of secure, safe and decent quality housing impacts on children.

More for Children

More for Children is a transformative program of research that aims to understand,
assess and respond to child poverty from a child standpoint. More for Children is
driven by the vision that all children have material basics, opportunities now and into
the future, and strong and supportive relationships.

While Australia does not have an official definition or measure of child poverty, the
commonly used measure is fifty percent below median income. Based on this
measure, rates of child poverty in Australia are high, with one in six children under 15
years of age living in income poverty (Davidson & Bradbury, 2025).

It is also widely recognised that poverty is characterised by a range of deprivations
beyond low income, including inadequate housing.

Between 2022-2026, 162 children with experience of growing up in contexts of
poverty participated in More for Children, using a rights-based, child-centred research
methodology (Bessell & O’'Sullivan, 2024). Forty parents and carers participated in
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interviews or group discussions. The research took place in four communities across
Australia: two urban communities (ACT and Perth, Western Australia) and two regional
communities (northwest Tasmania and central Victoria).

Based on the findings of the MfC research, child poverty is defined as follows
(Bessell et al., 2025; Bessell, 2025):

Poverty is the interplay between key material and non-material
deprivations, limiting children's choices now and into the future.

It means children do not have the material basics, their opportunities are
narrowed, and foundational relationships are not in place or are under pressure.

Inadequate, insecure and poor-quality housing was a major theme emerging from the
research in all research sites. This submission draws on children’s experiences of
housing when they are growing up in contexts of poverty, including emergency
accommodation and homelessness. It demonstrates how inadequate housing means
that children do not have the material basics, but also the extent to which it can
undermine their opportunities and put additional pressure on foundational
relationships.

The MOR Framework

The MOR (Material-Opportunity-Relational) Framework was developed from
research with children during the first and foundational stage of the More for
Children research.

The MOR Framework helps us to understand poverty from a child standpoint. It
enables us to assess progress towards ending child poverty by understanding
deeply the way poverty shapes children’s lives. It also uncovers the things that
matter most to children, providing a basis for action that is child-centred.
Importantly, the MOR Framework provides a means of addressing the underlying
causes of poverty.

The MOR Framework recognises that a lack of income creates the material core of
poverty, but poverty is experienced as more than insufficient income. Poverty
shapes every aspect of children’s lives, creating insecurity, limiting what they can
do and how they participate in their communities, shaping how they are able to
learn, and often putting stress on relationships that children value deeply.

The MOR Framework is composed of three dimensions: material deprivation,
opportunity deprivation, and relational deprivation. Deprivation in any of the three
dimensions of the MOR Framework negatively impacts children. Deprivation across
all dimensions creates multidimensional child poverty.

This submission is structured around the three dimensions of the MOR Framework
(see below) to demonstrate the deleterious impacts of inadequate housing on children.
It draws on the Children’s Policy Centre Issues Paper on Housing (Bessell et al., 2024).

" The More for Children Housing Issues Paper, on which this submission draws heavily, is available at

That report
includes quotes and artwork from children that complements this submission and powerfully
communicates children’s experiences, ideas, and priorities.
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Figure 1. The MOR Framework

Material deprivation:

-Insufficient money and material resources to meet basic needs
-Inadequate and inaccessible essential infrastructure and facilities
Opportunity deprivation:

-A lack of meaningful connection and participation in the community
-Narrowed choices now and into the future

-Limited opportunities for play, relaxation and learning

Relational deprivation:

-Family relationships are absent or under pressure

-A network of trusted caring adults is not in place

-Repeated negative experiences with key institutions and services

The Impacts of Inadequate Housing on Children

In the submission, we use the term inadequate housing to encompass housing that is
insecure, with precarious tenure; unaffordable; or poor quality. Children’s experiences
of emergency housing and homelessness are also outlined.

Housing is a fundamental human need and a critical determinant of health. When
housing is poor in quality or insecure, children’s physical and mental health is
undermined, limiting their capacity to learn, play and relax in childhood, and shaping
challenges that persist across the life course (Bess et al., 2023). Housing inequity
during childhood can be both a consequence and cause of intergenerational inequity.

Children who participated in the More for Children research spoke of the importance
of living in a house that is safe, secure, and comfortable. Housing plays a far greater
role in children’s lives than simply providing shelter, it can be a place of security where
children feel safe and protected, are able to relax, and can leave the challenges they
may face at school or elsewhere behind.
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For many children, however, home does not deliver on its promise of safety and
security. Instead, the housing they live in is unaffordable, poor in quality, or
precarious. Some children spoke of the constant awareness that they could lose their
home at any time, with homelessness a persistent and very real fear. Several who
participated in the research had experienced, or were currently experiencing,
homelessness or periods in emergency accommodation.

In these circumstances, every dimension of a child’s wellbeing is eroded and their
rights are compromised. Material needs go unmet, opportunities are constrained, and
relationships are placed under sustained strain.

Insecure and unaffordable housing generates profound anxiety and distress,
entrenching families in poverty (Forbes, 2026; Diette & Ribar, 2018). For some, it
results in homelessness. According to Homelessness Australia (2024), 76,000
children under the age of eighteen sought assistance from homelessness services in
2022-23. Of these, around 60,000 presented as part of a family group, while a deeply
concerning 16,000 did so without a parent or carer. In 2025, the Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare (2025) released data showing that in 2023-2024, 13,300
unaccompanied children sought specialist housing services. Of children seeking
specialist housing services without an adult, 2,443 were aged 12-14, 96% were alone,
6% were in a grouping of children, and 63% were female. Of course, the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare statistics are low, because not all children
experiencing homelessness unaccompanied seek specialised housing services, but
they highlight the extreme end of housing inequity.

The relationship between family violence, housing insecurity and homelessness is
well established, meaning many children in these circumstances are experiencing
multiple and compounding forms of trauma (Diette & Ribar, 2018; DiNicola et al., 2019;
Summers, 2022). The consequences for wellbeing, development, belonging and
aspirations are profound; as are the consequences for ongoing intergenerational
inequity.

Homelessness is the brutal and extreme end of a range of challenging experiences
that result from deep housing inequity. The following sections overview how
inadequate housing impacts on children across the dimensions of material
deprivation, opportunity deprivation, and relational deprivation.

Inadequate housing as material deprivation

Children described life as tough when income is insufficient to meet even the most
basic needs, including housing. An 11-year-old boy explained, “[It's tough] just not
having enough money, like paying rent or like anything that is really important in life,
like houses, because otherwise you're left on the street like cold with nowhere warm
and that.” His understanding of homelessness is grounded in lived experience. At just
11 years of age, this boy and his family had already endured periods without stable
housing, living at times in a tent and at others in emergency accommodation.

Children described the ongoing challenges their families face in securing housing
they can afford, but they were equally clear that these difficulties do not end once a
house is found. For many families, daily life is shaped by difficult trade-offs between
essential expenses. An eight-year-old girl spoke of the stark choices her family faced
between paying rent and buying food. This was a common theme that ran across the
research, in all locations; food insecurity and housing unaffordability are linked
(O’Sullivan et al., 2024). Children who participated in the research commonly
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described regularly being hungry, as they described the challenges their families
faced in affording to pay the rent, or in a small number of cases, the mortgage.

Children described the very poor quality of affordable housing. Both heating and
cooling were problems. A twelve-year-old boy described the experiences of many
when he said he often wore layers of clothing in his house during winter but could
never feel warm. Other children described plumbing that did not work; ceilings
collapsing; and rising damp and mould. Their families were unable to find alternative
housing in a very ‘tight market’ leading children to experience daily the realities of
housing inequity, with deleterious consequences for their health, education and
general wellbeing. Some children explained that their parents had asked either real
estate agents or landlords to fix broken items in their house or to make essential
repairs but were generally met with indifference.

Overcrowding was a common experience, often leaving children without a space they
could call their own. International research indicates that overcrowding can be
detrimental for children’s development and learning (Lorentzen et al., 2024; Obucina
& Ilmakunnas, 2020). Several children who participated in More for Children spoke of
both the challenges of too many people living in one house and a longing for privacy.
An 11-year-old girl emphasised the importance of doors, explaining that her bedroom
had none. It should be emphasised here, that the number of people sharing a
household depends on a range of factors, including cultural values and family needs
and preferences. Large numbers of people sharing a house may not be deleterious for
children but becomes so when the house is inadequate and there are no choices
available. In such situations, overcrowding is a structural problem, resulting from
inadequate supply or availability and deep inequity.

Within the context of a housing crisis, affordability is only one dimension of the
problem that children described: insecurity and limited availability are equally
pressing. The More for Children research reveals the extent to which children are
acutely aware of the fragility of their housing situations. While parents may attempt
to shield their children from the stress and uncertainty associated with housing
insecurity, such protection is rarely possible. A fourteen-year-old girl described
overhearing her parents’ concerns about money, explaining “we live in a very tiny
house, we all share bedrooms,” making it impossible to conceal the pressures
associated with unaffordable and insecure housing.

Housing insecurity permeates every aspect of children’s lives and is deeply entangled
with the broader stresses of poverty.

Emergency Housing and Material Deprivation

A small number of children who participated in the research had experienced
emergency accommodation. In some cases, the quality of this housing fell well below
acceptable standards, with even the most basic facilities, including those needed for
cooking, absent. An eleven-year-old boy recounted his family’s trajectory from a long
period in private rentals, to homelessness and living in a tent, and eventually to
accessing emergency housing. His family had rented their previous home for seven or
eight years but were forced to move when the property was sold and were unable to
find an affordable alternative. Reflecting on the home they had lost, he recalled, ‘|
have such good memories of that house.’ This eleven-year-old boy described the
condition of the emergency accommodation provided after two months living in a tent
as deeply problematic. For him, the experience of emergency housing was so poor
that living in a tent had felt preferable. This is not to suggest that all emergency
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housing is inadequate, but children’s experiences suggest that some is. Moreover,
families have no choice but to accept what is offered. This leaves children feeling that
no-one cares about their situation and the society around them is prepared to
abandon them and their families to a standard of living that most reasonable people
would consider completely unacceptable.

Homelessness and material deprivation

Catherine Robinson’s research has revealed the shocking situation of children who
experience homelessness unaccompanied (Robinson, 2023). A very small number of
children who participated in the More for Children research had experienced
homelessness and none had experienced homelessness unaccompanied. The
experience of homelessness is, however, devastating for children. Children described
living in a car as almost unbearable, but many continued to attend school, despite
having no facilities to wash, being continually exhausted, and experiencing constant
hunger. Some children described living in a caravan park, which was also a
devastating experience, and one where their basic needs were denied due to a lack of
cooking and bathroom facilities.

Housing as opportunity deprivation

A home sits at the centre of children’s sense of community and connection. It provides
the base from which they participate in everyday life, and a space for relaxation and
play. A seven-year-old boy spoke of the joy of living in a house that enables
connection to his community. Yet connection, participation, play, relaxation and
learning are all disrupted when families are forced to move because of housing
insecurity and unaffordability. Moreover, the worry that coincides with living with
housing precarity impacts children’s ability to play, to relax, to sleep and concentrate
or learn at school.

Frequent moves fracture children’s social networks and weaken their sense of
belonging. Many children described not feeling familiar with the streets around their
homes and not knowing their neighbours. A ten-year-old boy explained that after his
family’s most recent move, one of many driven by housing insecurity and
unaffordability, he felt afraid of his new neighbours, who he experienced as
unfriendly and rude. For this boy, the move had further disrupted his tenuous
community connections and brought additional stress, leaving him feeling worried
and exhausted.

When children described what makes a house a good place to be, they spoke of both
indoor and outdoor spaces. For many, access to outdoor space is essential, but often
out of reach in contexts of scarce and expensive housing. Affordable housing too
often comes at the cost of such spaces, limiting opportunities for children to be
outside, to explore, and to play.

A striking theme to emerge from children’s accounts of housing insecurity and
unaffordability is the way in which concern about housing shapes, and severely
constrains, their hopes and dreams for the future. Their expectations are grounded in
present uncertainty, and their aspirations are correspondingly narrowed.

When children spoke about future employment, their focus was rarely on interests or
passions. Instead, they emphasised the need to earn enough to secure housing and
avoid homelessness. Some described hoping simply to find work that would allow
them to pay rent without working excessively long hours, noting that their parents
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must work extended hours for the family to get by. Here, children’s accounts of how
housing inequity impacts on them gives some insights into its intergenerational
nature. Intergenerational housing inequity means that there is deep inequity between
generations in accessing housing; it also means that children growing up today with
the challenges of housing inequity will be impacted into the future.

Emergency housing and opportunity deprivation

Moving into emergency housing often places significant constraints on children’s
opportunities for connection. A 13-year-old girl described the rules governing the
emergency accommodation where she and her family were living. While she
understood their purpose, they had the effect of limiting her social interactions and
setting her apart from her peers at school. For this girl, the experience was somewhat
eased by the fact that she did not have to change schools. However, when housing
precarity forces frequent school moves, children’s opportunities for learning, forming
friendships, and participating in their communities are profoundly disrupted.

The nature of emergency housing means that children’s needs are frequently
overlooked, and the resulting opportunity deprivation remains largely unrecognised.
Growing up without secure and adequate housing narrows children’s expectations of
what constitutes a decent standard of living. Children spoke of being exposed to
deeply inadequate living conditions and the stress of sudden, unplanned moves. They
were also acutely aware of the limited support available to them and their families,
often expressing a sense of resignation alongside desperation.

This is reflected powerfully in a 13-year-old girl’s account of losing her home, moving
through multiple forms of emergency accommodation, and enduring substandard
conditions. While she spoke with sadness about these experiences and recognised
the pressures faced by her mother, she was also learning to accept what was merely
‘adequate’. Protecting children from opportunity deprivation requires a collective
refusal to accept that children can live, let alone thrive, in substandard housing, and a
commitment to ensuring that ‘adequate’ is never allowed to become the ceiling of
what children can expect.

Inadequate housing as relational deprivation

A powerful message emerging from the More for Children research is that poverty
places relationships, particularly within families, under intense and sustained
pressure. When poverty creates housing stress or results in inadequate housing,
those pressures are exacerbated. As parents struggle to meet basic needs, including
housing, there is often little time or financial capacity for families to spend time
together, further exacerbating stress and creating relational deprivation for children.

Few pressures are more acute than the fear of being unable to pay rent or a
mortgage, the threat of eviction, or knowing housing is insecure. For families
experiencing homelessness or relying on emergency accommodation, these
pressures become almost unbearable. The effects on relationships are profound,
compounded by the stigma often directed at those without stable housing. Both
children and parents spoke of fears that housing inadequacy, instability, or
overcrowding might be interpreted as a child protection issue, with some living in
constant anxiety about being reported to authorities. Rather than feeling supported
to seek assistance, families are often compelled to conceal their need.
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Housing insecurity and unaffordability also result in frequent moves, often with little
choice or control over destination. Children described the impact this has on their
sense of belonging and their ability to form and sustain social connections,
weakening relationships within their local communities. Many children spoke of the
difficulty of building relationships with neighbours when they expect to move again
soon. The social investment that underpins local networks of support is eroded by
instability and repeated displacement. Not knowing neighbours heightens children’s
sense of disconnection and undermines their feelings of safety. The oft-cited idea
that ‘it takes a village to raise a child’ becomes unattainable when families are unable
to establish a stable home or embed themselves within a community.

Pets were also significant in children’s accounts, often described as sources of
comfort and companionship. Yet for many, entering emergency accommodation
meant losing their pets as well.

When children spoke about what makes life good, relationships, especially within
families, were consistently central. These relationships are placed under strain when
housing is unaffordable, insecure, and of poor quality. Without a stable place to call
home, children and their families are unable to thrive. The consequences are felt
immediately by children and can be transmitted across generations.

Housing fit for children

Insufficient attention is paid to the ways in which unaffordable, insecure, and poor-
quality housing shapes children’s lives, both creating and deepening
multidimensional poverty.

It is not surprising that homelessness creates deprivation for children and leaves the
lasting scars of trauma. Less recognised, however, are the ways in which emergency
accommodation can fail children. While such housing is essential when families face
homelessness, the conditions offered to those in greatest need are often so
inadequate that they compound, rather than alleviate, trauma. Shelter alone is not
enough; housing must meet the needs of children and their families in a meaningful
and sustained way.

While homelessness and emergency housing are devastating for children and their
families, so too is the poor quality and insecure housing many are forced to accept.
Frequent moves, which are common when housing is too expensive and insecure,
disrupt children’s connections to place and prevent the development of a stable
sense of belonging. The consequences for their opportunities and relationships are
profound.

Poor quality housing damages children’s health, education and development. Housing
that is too cold or too hot, where there is rising damp or mould, inadequate cooking
and bathroom facilities, and where there is no place to play or relax has lasting,
deleterious consequences. Very often, affordable housing provides children with no
adequate place to play. Moreover, affordable housing is increasingly located in outer
suburban areas with no adequate facilities, including essential services, shops,
meeting places, or playgrounds. In such contexts, children grow up disconnected and
without a sense of community. Allowing housing developments without adequate
facilities and services that are fit for children is not a pathway to ending child poverty
or creating child wellbeing.
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Housing policy must be reoriented to fully account for children’s needs and their
human rights. Recognising the relationship between housing and children’s
experiences of poverty is essential, and the MOR Framework offers a way of
understanding these interconnections across material, opportunity, and relational
dimensions. Yet recognition alone is insufficient. Transformative change is urgently
required to protect children from the immediate impacts of fear, anxiety, and
disconnection, as well as the longer-term consequences of trauma and entrenched
disadvantage.

Central to this is acknowledging the importance of outdoor space in children’s own
understandings of what constitutes a home. As affordable housing is developed, it
must be designed with children in mind, incorporating spaces for play, shared use,
and access to even modest natural environments. When children’s need for outdoor
space is subordinated to cost or profit considerations, multidimensional poverty is not
only reproduced in the present but risks being embedded across generations.

Children need more than a roof over their heads; they need a home that is secure and

comfortable, a place where they can find respite from stress, and where they are able
to play, learn, and build positive relationships that foster connection and belonging.
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Recommendations

The More for Children research provides a robust evidence base from which to
understand how inadequate housing and housing inequity impacts children. As
discussed in the preceding pages, the findings are confronting and any efforts to
address housing inequity must take account of children. Based on the findings of
More for Children, as they relate to housing, we put forward the following
recommendations.

Recommendation 1

Ininvestigating the intergenerational effects of housing inequity, children’s
experiences must be given full consideration.

Recommendation 2

In developing an overarching strategy to reduce housing inequity in Australia, the
impacts on children now and on their futures must be centred.

Recommendation 3

Housing must be understood as a fundamental human right for all, regardless of age.
Decisions around tax reform and investment must begin with this recognition, leading
to a rights-based, equitable approach to taxation and distribution that incentivises
responsible investment and fulfils of the right to housing for all.

Recommendation 4

Emergency housing must be of an adequate standard, including providing essential
facilities for cooking, heating, washing, and sleeping. In developing regulation around
emergency housing, children must be centred. This includes taking account of
children’s specific safety, developmental, and educational needs. Play spaces must
be available for all children living in emergency housing.

Recommendation 5

Specialist, child-centred homelessness services must be available and resourced.
These services must respond to the specific needs of children, both those seeking
support with families and those who are unaccompanied.

Recommendation 6

All homelessness and emergency housing services must be child-inclusive, taking
account of the specific needs of children, even when they are seeking support as part

of a family group.

Recommendation 7

In responding to the urgent need for affordable housing, regulation is needed to
ensure that the nature, quality and location of housing respond to children’s needs for
services and facilities - including play facilities - close to home. Failing to locate
services and facilities within new developments will further entrench inequity.
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