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Abstract 

This thesis examines residential crowding and the possible risk of homelessness it may pose 

to young people. In Australia, residential overcrowding is considered homelessness and is 

included among the Australian Bureau of Statistics definitions of homelessness. Most 

countries that measure crowding in relation to homelessness utilise a statistical or space-based 

measure. Space-based measures fail to account for the impact of the social dimension on 

members of households feeling crowded. The literature addressing crowding often fails to 

conceptualise crowding within the social and the spatial. On integrating the social and the 

spatial within the research on risks that homelessness crowding poses for young people, a more 

complex picture emerges of the impact of crowding. 

An early intervention developed by a not-for-profit organisation Kids Under Cover (KUC), 

which provides a unique space-based solution for young people in crowded households, is also 

examined. The intent is to improve understanding of the impact of crowding and likely ways 

to mitigate this impact. A transactional perspective underpinned by a social constructionist 

epistemology is employed to explore the impact of the social and the spatial on residential 

crowding. 

A transactional perspective takes account of the total system. In the case of residential 

crowding, the system includes the physical environment, social interactions and passage of 

time. Grounded theory using interviews as the primary data in an inductive and iterative 

process is used to explore the impact crowding has on risk of homelessness for young people 

within the physical, social and temporal dimensions. 

The thesis findings indicate social, spatial and temporal elements influence perceptions of 

crowding and possible risk of homelessness for young people. Findings also provide a basis 

for questioning whether a statistical definition of overcrowding as homelessness is adequate 

or accurate. A more nuanced description of the impact of crowding, the risk it may pose to 

homelessness and the way this risk may be mitigated are unique contributions of this thesis to 

the field. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Homelessness has been, and remains, a significant problem in Australia and internationally 

(Chamberlain, Johnson & Robinson 2014; Farrugia 2016). Severe overcrowding has been 

added as a component of homelessness to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2012b) 

census data since adoption of the statistical defintition of homelessness in 2012. Adding 

overcrowding as a component of homelessness within the broader statistical definition adopted 

by the ABS was contested (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). It remains unclear how 

homelessness and overcrowding are linked, since little non-Indigenous empirical research has 

been undertaken in Australia, especially with young people, until this PhD thesis. 

In this thesis, I aim to explore the relationship between the social experiences and practices of 

households considered crowded either by their own perception or of caseworkers, and the 

spatial adequacy of the dwelling in which they live. My central argument contends the literal 

and metaphorical definitions of space and place (Malpas 2012) are relevant to risk of 

homelessness from crowding within the actual space of place. Malpas (2012) understands the 

space of place as providing a connection and continuum between being bound, open and 

emergent. How these practices and experiences between being bound, open and emergent may 

increase the risk of homelessness for young people is also explored. How these practices and 

experiences may increase the risk of homelessness for young people is also explored. In 

addition, the experiences and practices of those interviewed for this research suggest the 

definition of crowding used by the ABS is too blunt an instrument to adequately define 

crowding as homelessness. To ascertain how the increase in risk may occur, the practices and 

experiences explored will be those described by people who are living and experiencing them 

daily, and by the caseworkers who support them. 

While homelessness affects all ages, young people are over-represented in homeless statistics, 

occupying between 25–35% of people counted as homeless in Australia by the ABS (Johnson 

& Chamberlain 2014). This figure has remained stubbornly constant despite significant 

resources and government policy aimed at reducing this number (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 

2014; Commonwealth of Australia 2008). The ABS (2012b) has defined homelessness to 

include severe overcrowding since 2012. Severe overcrowding, as homelessness, is defined 

by the ABS (2012b) “as living in a dwelling which requires 4 or more extra bedrooms to 

accommodate the people who usually live there, following the Canadian National Occupancy 
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Standard (CNOS)”. Severe overcrowding is now the statistically fastest growing area of 

homelessness, rising by 10,000 or 23.5% between 2011 and 2016  

Before the adoption of the statistical definition by the ABS, the cultural definition 

(Chamberlain & Mackenzie 1998) was generally accepted, including by the ABS. The cultural 

definition argues for a culturally accepted community norm when considering whether a 

person is housed or homeless. Those who fell outside the norm (considered to be a one-

bedroom apartment with self-contained facilities for a single person or couple) were 

considered in three categories of homelessness, primary, secondary or tertiary, as detailed in 

Chapter 3.13. Primary homelessness was understood as those people living on the street, 

secondary as those people who move around from one dwelling to another and tertiary 

homelessness as those living in single rooms on a long-term basis (Chamberlain & Mackenzie 

1998, p. 21). This definition, according to Chamberlain and MacKenzie (2014) was relatively 

straightforward in assessing the number of homeless for census purposes. 

The ABS adopted the statistical definition of homelessness to standardise data collection for 

census purposes (ABS 2012a). The definition itself is based on the European Typology of 

Homelessness and Housing Exclusion, also known as the ETHOS, further detailed in Chapter 

3.13 (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). This definition considers the adequacy of the 

dwelling, the security of the dwelling and control of and access to adequate space for social 

relations (ABS 2012). In contrast to the ETHOS approach, which recognised homelessness on 

a continuum from rooflessness to inadequate housing (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014), the 

ABS required only one of the three (adequacy, tenure or control) to be lacking for a person to 

be counted as homeless. Severe overcrowding was included by the ABS as homelessness due 

to people not having control of space for adequate social relations (ABS 2012). Thus, a 

statistical or space-based definition was introduced to determine homelessness from 

overcrowding. 

According to Chamberlain and MacKenzie (2014), the failure of this definitional change is 

that it provides neither statistical nor cultural accuracy when determining the number of people 

who may be homeless because of overcrowding. Operationalising the statistical definition for 

census purposes has flaws, since overcrowding is conditioned by social and relational factors, 

as much as spatial factors (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). The emphasis on an objective 

measure for actuarial purposes has also diminished the importance of the subjective nature of 

homelessness, including overcrowding and its impact (Robinson, C 2008). 
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Given this debate about the appropriateness of the ABS definition, a more detailed 

examination of overcrowding and its impact, particularly for young people, is timely. I argue 

in this thesis that the space-based definition of crowding or density measure (number of people 

per room or square metre) as used by the ABS (2012b) and many other countries 

internationally (Memmott et al. 2011) may not be adequate to explain the experiences and 

practices that occur within families because of spatial limitation. Social interactions play a 

significant part in the dynamic of crowding (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014; Gifford 2014; 

Memmott et al. 2011). In this thesis, I maintain the interaction between the spatial and the 

social provide a richer and more nuanced explanation of crowding. My central argument 

contends the literal and metaphorical definition of space and place (Malpas 2012) is relevant 

to risk of homelessness within the space of place. A more developed appreciation of the 

experiences and practices of crowding also affects any mitigation targeting prevention and 

early intervention (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2003; Crane & Brannock 1996). Mitigating 

risk before it becomes actual is suggested as a means of reducing the number of young people 

entering a homeless trajectory (Batterham 2017; Johnson, Gronda & Coutts 2008; Mallet et 

al. 2010). Prevention also reduces the economic and social costs associated with homelessness 

(Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2005; Commonwealth of Australia 2008; Crane & Brannock 

1996). 

Researchers from several disciplines have shown the potential impact of the spatial element 

of housing on the social (Casey 2001; Evans 2006; Evans & Wachs 2010; Jacobs & Malpas 

2013; King 2008; Miller 2010). Extensive research into Indigenous crowding in Australia has 

also been undertaken (Allwood & Rogers 2001; Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Memmott, 

Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott et al. 2011; Memmott & Nash 2014; Musharbash 

2008). Crowding, housing and health in Australian cities have been raised as issues (Herath & 

Bentley 2017), as has overseas higher education student accommodation (Franklin 2012; Judd 

2014). However, a literature search of relevant databases yielded no relevant material 

concerning the connection between the social and the spatial elements of housing, the 

perception of crowding and risk of homelessness for young people. 

My research indicates attributing the risk of homelessness for young people to a single cause, 

such as crowding, demonstrates a limited understanding of the complex causes of 

homelessness. Risk of homelessness does not simply imply a loss of a roof over one’s head. 

Homelessness and associated risk of homelessness can be found in deeply ingrained 
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experiences, which may be physiological, sociological, ontological, territorial and spiritual 

(McCarthy 2018; Somerville 2013). Identified risk factors within these broad areas of 

experience include family violence, sexual abuse, drug and alcohol use, household 

circumstances and mental health issues (Commonwealth of Australia 2008; Homelessness 

Australia 2009; Johnson & Chamberlain 2014). This complex interrelationship of contributing 

factors leads to further speculation regarding the connection between crowding, social 

dynamics within the household and risk of homelessness for young people. 

Individual household circumstances are relevant in examining the impact of crowding and the 

risks it may pose. Criticism of housing studies suggests there is often a concentration on 

generalised concepts, such as ‘the housing market’ or policy, while ignoring the individual 

narratives that provide a lived experience of individual households (Clapham 2005; 

Somerville 2013). The intent of my research is to go beyond the dwelling threshold and to 

allow individual households to describe their experiences and practices of crowding. The 

social and spatial experiences and practices I have discovered provide a unique insight into 

the risks associated with crowding and possibilities for mitigation. The experiences and 

practices described by the interviewees suggest the statistical definition of severe 

overcrowding adopted by the ABS as homelessness is too blunt an instrument. Crowding per 

se does not necessarily mean homelessness. However, crowding can contribute to a loss of 

some of the dimensions of home, such as security, privacy, identity, attachment and belonging. 

Absence of some or all of these symbolic aspects of home can contribute to a risk of 

homelessness. How this occurs is explored in this thesis. 

In this thesis, I explore overcrowding using the framework of residence as proposed by 

Kemeny (1992), which is inclusive of the social and the spatial. While recognising that the 

experiences and practices of crowding occur within the broader context of residence, which 

includes the local and global, I concentrate on the social and spatial experiences within the 

dwelling. The spatial context is the place of home represented by the physical dwelling. The 

social context is represented by the relational experiences within that place. Space and place 

are ineluctably connected (Malpas 2012, 2018). Delineated space that creates a place is 

described by Malpas (2012) as being bounded, open and emergent. 

Extending Malpas’s conclusions, my findings as detailed in Chapters 6–9 are that if these three 

elements remain in balance people become attached to that place, they have an identity with it 

and they feel like they belong and are ‘at home’. Conversely, I found that an imbalance 
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between boundedness and emergence compromises the sense of identity, attachment and 

belonging. People living in crowded circumstances may feel ‘bound’ within the space of their 

place. This feeling bound without any of the possibilities of life, which most take for granted, 

may lead to a loss of identity, attachment and hope. Alternatively, being too bound may also 

lead to a desire to escape. Without the solid foundations of security, identity and attachment 

provided within the place of home, the consequent alienation may contribute to risk of 

homelessness. Within the relational dynamic of the social and spatial, people may feel 

themselves bound (restricted) or emergent (without foundation). In either case, an imbalance 

between being bound and emergent creates the circumstances of rootlessness rather than 

rooflessness (McCarthy 2018; Somerville 1992). The risk of both rootlessness and 

rooflessness is magnified. 

1.1 Research Questions 

The primary question I ask in exploring the association between crowding, risk and 

homelessness is: 

• How can living in crowded conditions lead to young people becoming homeless? 

Secondary questions are: 

• What are the socio-spatial experiences and practices of people living in crowded 

households where there is a risk of a young person becoming homeless? 

• How can these socio-spatial experiences and practices increase the risk of 

homelessness for young people? 

In this thesis, homelessness is understood as more complex than simply rooflessness 

(McCarthy 2018; Robinson, C 2008; Somerville 1992). Homelessness is viewed as a lack of 

the conditions or symbolic elements of home, or as described in Chapter 3 as ‘unhomely’ 

(Farrugia 2016; McCarthy 2018; Somerville 1992). However, absence of some of these 

symbolic elements occasioned by crowding does not ipso facto imply homelessness. In part, 

my thesis answers the question of how this absence might increase the risk of homelessness, 

thus providing a more nuanced answer to my primary question. 
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In seeking answers to these questions, I conducted interviews over a 12-month period with 16 

households that identified as crowded in metropolitan, regional and rural Victoria. No 

prescriptive definition was imposed as to what constituted crowding save that the household 

identified itself, or was identified, as crowded by caseworkers or by application to Kids Under 

Cover (KUC). KUC, an organisation involved in the provision of additional space through 

one- and two-bedroom énsuited studios for young people deemed at risk of homelessness, also 

provided impetus for my research. KUC operates in the State of Victoria, Australia, and was 

interested in exploring the connection between crowding, risk of homelessness for young 

people and the impact of intervention through the provision of additional space. KUC had 

identified anecdotally a decrease in risk factors in crowded households and an increase in 

protective factors from the provision of additional space. Superficially, it appeared there may 

be a connection between spatial limitation, social dynamics and risk of homelessness for the 

young people at the centre of this spatial intervention. This connection also challenged the 

appropriateness of a statistical definition of crowding. KUC has provided financial support for 

my research in the interests of academic rigour in the exploration of crowding and the risk of 

homelessness it may pose for young people. 

KUC was not the only not-for-profit organisation requested to identify possible households 

for interview. Beyond Housing, a housing, counselling and youth service operating primarily 

in North East Victoria, Melbourne City Mission, Child and Family Services Ballarat and 

OzChild, a large Victorian-based foster care, family and youth support agency, all nominated 

households for interview. Each household was also required to contain at least one young 

person over the age of 15. Thirty-nine case notes from applications lodged with KUC for 

studios were also consulted, providing further substantiation to findings in the interviews. 

I employed grounded theory method (GTM; Bryant & Charmaz 2007a; Glaser & Strauss 1967) 

to allow an authentic voice to emerge from the interviewees based on the narratives provided 

in the interviews. My approach was not a ‘pure’ GTM approach since it was more ‘abductive’ 

(Dey 2004) than inductive. Dey (2004) argues it is not possible to approach any data without 

preconceived theories and knowledge that the researcher possesses. The abductive approach 

is a conversation between what is discovered in the data and the knowledge the researcher 

already has regarding the circumstance analysed. My adoption of this approach allowed 

concepts relevant to the interviews to develop while being informed by previous theory. This 

process provided a much richer landscape with which to work. As a result of this approach, 
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space, chaos and routine and ritual emerged as important and interrelated concepts. Incursion, 

a new element in household chaos, which I defined as occurring when a caregiver accepts into 

the household new residents in numbers that cause initial chaos, was a significant contributor 

to risk of homelessness for young people. This iterative and abductive approach is explained 

in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 4. 

1.2 Unique Contribution 

My thesis builds on a wide body of literature, reviewed in the following chapters, which 

suggests a connection between the social, spatial and temporal aspects of crowding within a 

residential context while also providing a unique extension to this body of work. My use of a 

transactional perspective of home (Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985), which takes account of 

the social, spatial and temporal elements of the lived experience, is a unique approach to the 

study of crowding and its implications for risk of homelessness for young people. Exploration 

of residential crowding from first-hand narratives expands the understanding of the practices 

and experiences of crowding and the implication these have for risk of such homelessness. My 

research questions the appropriateness and applicability of statistical definitions of crowding 

for census purposes and government policy based on those definitions. While spatial limitation 

plays a role in the perception of crowding, the interview data analysed for this research 

indicated a more complex set of antecedents were involved. Household chaos and routine and 

ritual, while not new concepts, provide an extension of understanding of crowding and its 

impact. Stigma associated with crowding in public and community housing provides new 

insight into the alienation associated with such stigmatising. The understanding that risk of 

homelessness from crowding is embedded in the social and spatial experiences carried in the 

past, reiterated in the present and expected in the future, extends this unique understanding of 

the impact of crowding. Based on my research, I provide a richer and more nuanced 

understanding of space-based early intervention strategies for prevention of risk of 

homelessness from crowding for young people. 

When reviewing contemporary approaches to crowding research, van Staden (1984), 

concluded, “the investigation of crowding experiences requires recognition of physical, social 

as well as temporal variables” (p. 22). Prior to and since that time numerous studies of 

crowding and its impact have been undertaken, including studies on urban crowding in the 

USA (Gove, Hughes & Galle 1983), cross-cultural crowding (Evans, Lepore & Allen 2000), 
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urban crowding (Baldassare 1979), crowding and psychological health (Evans, Saegert & 

Harris 2001), crowding and housing stress (Campagna 2016), residential crowding in the 

United Kingdom (Reynolds, Robinson & Diaz 2004) and a review of crowding literature and 

its effects on health and education (Baggott et al. 2004). In Australia, significant research has 

been conducted on crowded conditions of Indigenous Australians in urban and remote contexts 

(Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott et al. 2011) and on the cultural 

obligations of Indigenous crowding (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Habibis et al. 2016). 

Gifford (2014) has also provided a wide-ranging study on crowding and density and reviewed 

its effects. 

A transactional perspective that includes the elements of space, the social and the temporal, 

has been used to investigate home environments (Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985), while 

several urban studies and ritual celebrations have been explored from a transactional 

perspective (Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). Memmott (2013) also suggests development of 

housing theory and practice for Indigenous housing studies based on a transactional 

perspective, while Prince (2014) and Farrugia (2014) argue it is important to consider the 

effect of the physical and temporal environment on the imagining of future selves for young 

people. However, it is difficult to isolate any literature that takes up van Staden’s (1984) 

challenge to investigate crowding from a social, spatial and temporal perspective in relation 

to risk of homelessness for young people. A database search undertaken seeking Australian 

studies in the area produced limited results (Franklin 2012; Herath & Bentley 2017) and none 

completely pertinent to the social-spatial context of crowding and risk of homelessness for 

young people. The two most relevant studies identified in international literature were those 

of Campagna (2016) and Reynolds and Robinson (2005) but these took a more generalist 

position rather than that of young people. 

Thus, my exploration of crowding and risk of homelessness for young people provides new 

empirical data that questions some taken-for-granted assumptions regarding crowding and risk 

of homelessness to young people. My research questions the assumption that severe 

overcrowding, as defined by the ABS, can automatically be taken as homelessness. That 

crowding is a problem requiring redress to minimise risk, particularly for young people, is 

made clear throughout the thesis. 
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1.3 Theoretical Framework: Socio-Spatial Concept of Residence 

Crowded households provide the context for this research. I contend the social, spatial and 

temporal elements within this context are critical in the exploration of crowding. The social is 

recognised in the interactions and relationships that occur between members of a household. 

The spatial is determined by the physical structure of the dwelling and these relationships. The 

temporal is understood as the passage and repetition of time, which occurs in the performance 

of the social within the context of the spatial (Aminzade 1992; Cheng 2017; May 2016) 

However, a household and dwelling is not an island of existence unto itself but is located 

within a wider context. I agree with those who situate housing studies within a wider context 

beyond the household/dwelling. This approach resolves the tension between the physical 

structure of the dwelling and the social relationships that occur in and outside this structure 

(Campagna 2016; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Kemeny 1992). 

Critical of a lack of theorising in housing studies, Kemeny (1992) proposed ‘residence’ as an 

encompassing discourse that takes account of the social and the spatial inherent in housing 

studies. In this thesis, I have also found that the consideration of the social, spatial and 

temporal nature of residence provides a richer and more expansive context for the exploration 

of crowding and its effects on young people 

If the research I have undertaken in this thesis had concentrated exclusively on either the 

dwelling or the household without recognition of its counterpart, understanding of the 

complexities involved between both would have been compromised (Kemeny 1992). 

Separation of household and dwelling has occurred because of the household (meaning those 

living within the physical structure) being perceived within a social context, while that of the 

dwelling is perceived primarily as physical or spatial (Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Kemeny 

1992). This separation of the social from the spatial allows for the incorporation of the social 

within a wider social framework (welfare, health and home). This separation can result in a 

loss of connection between the social experiences of the household and physical aspect of the 

dwelling. Conceptualising of the social experiences of housing within a wider social 

framework is referred to as over-socialisation (Kemeny 1992). Conversely, the physical 

structure of the dwelling may encourage a ‘stand-alone’ position disconnected from wider 

policy, economic or cultural circumstances, referred to as under-socialisation (Kemeny 1992). 
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I resolve this tension between under- and over-socialising by recognising the social and spatial 

dimensions, which combines the household and dwelling as well as the wider environment in 

which the two are located (Clapham 2010; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; Hartig & 

Lawrence 2003; Jacobs & Malpas 2013; Kemeny 1992). I achieve this resolution by 

recognising, in agreement with Kemeny (1992), space as being “the salient characteristic of 

the physical dimension of dwellings in relation to social factors” (p. 156). The dynamics of 

the household within the dwelling and the relational use of the spatial organisation of the 

dwelling are recognised with this salient characteristic. Also recognised is the location of the 

dwelling within the broader context of architectural design and urban planning, 

neighbourhood, community, culture, economics and politics (Giddens 1985; Kemeny 1992; 

Urry 1985, 2004). 

‘Residence’ conceptualises the social and spatial elements pertinent to crowding (Campagna 

2016; Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Kemeny 1992; Korpela & Hartig 1996). Residence 

encompasses the dwelling (physical structure); household (social group); locality; 

(neighbourhood, community and region) and the cultural, political and geopolitical context. 

Therefore, crowding can be viewed as internal to the dwelling characterised by the social 

factors inherent in space and relationship. It can also be assessed from the external dimension 

of the locality of the dwelling in its immediate and extended geographic and social context, or 

as a combination of both. The primary area of interest for me in this research is that which is 

internal to the dwelling and affected by the spatial and social interactions between those in the 

household and the dwelling they inhabit. I recognise that external forces, including the 

economic, political and geopolitical, are also important factors (Farrugia 2016; Giddens 1994; 

Prince 2014; Travers 2004; Soja 1985) in crowding within residence but are considered 

secondary to the primary focus of this research. 

The household/dwelling relationship conceptualised by residence has been recognised as 

foundationally important in family interaction and organisation within the dwelling (Farrugia 

2016; Smith 1971), restorative capacity (Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003), health (Hartig & 

Lawrence 2003) and stress (Campagna 2016). Residence is conceived as the locational, 

physical and economic aspects of a person’s housing or neighbourhood (the facts of the 

residence). Residence also considers the activities of the household within the housing and 

neighbourhood (Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003). “The facts and acts of residence are integral 

to the spatial, temporal, physical, and social arrangements that people make to manage change 
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in themselves and their environments” (Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003, pp. 611–612). 

Campagna (2016) argues for a recognition of the spatial and social aspects within residence 

and the impact this has on perception of crowding. Campagna (2016) acknowledges home or 

dwelling “as being primary environments that affect well-being in other experiential domains 

and physical settings. To understand whether our homes meet our needs or are experienced as 

a set of stressors, we need to gauge the home’s concrete and social aspects as well as our 

affective and behavioural reactions to those aspects” (p. 252). 

While the social and spatial are easily identified, time can be a taken-for-granted dimension. 

However, time maintains an integral function within the social and spatial dynamic of 

residence (Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985). The passage of time affects the understanding of 

the dwelling and the ways in which the household relates to the dwelling, given the 

experiences within it (Manzo 2003). Time provides changes in values, culture and household 

dynamics (Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003). Time can be lineal or cyclical (Cheng 2017; 

Thapar 2002; Urry 1985), incorporating past, present and future and providing affective and 

effective circumstances of residence. 

I use the concept of residence to examine crowding and the risk of homelessness it poses for 

young people. The daily practices and experiences of crowded households are acts of residence 

undertaken within the spatial context of the dwelling in which they live. These practices and 

experiences are also the result of the social relationships within the households, which are 

affected by, and effective of, the spatial limitations of the dwelling. Practices and experiences 

of crowded households over time and enacted within the dwelling are performed within the 

broader context of neighbourhood, community, culture and political landscape. This 

residential landscape is the fertile ground for my research undertaken to explore how living in 

crowded conditions may lead to young people becoming homeless. 

1.4 Outline of Thesis 

Throughout the following chapters, I examine crowding within the context of residence, which 

is inclusive of the social, spatial and temporal. The social and relational dynamics enacted 

within the space of place, the dwelling, are considered within the metaphorical and literal 

meanings of space and place. I contend, as the space of place can be bounded, open and 

emergent (Malpas 2012), so also the social experience within that place can be that of 

boundedness, openness and emergence. The physical and social experience of boundedness 
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can play out in restricted life choices, compromised sense of identity, limited attachment to 

place and others and restricted educational and employment aspirations. Constancy of being 

bound within a socially and physically crowded space, without the possibility of the 

development of identity and belonging through attachment to family and home, can have a 

detrimental effect on a young person. The balance between being bound in a warm and safe 

environment, largely free from stress and anxiety, and that of the openness and emergence into 

the social and spatial context of life, is critical to the experience of home and minimisation of 

risk. The perception of crowding can reflect the physical and social, creating an imbalance 

between being bound, open and emergent. Risk of homelessness can be a result of the 

imbalance experienced between being bound and emergent spatially and socially. The 

question of how living in crowded conditions can lead to a risk of young people becoming 

homeless is explored within these parameters. 

In Chapters 2 and 3, I set the context for the study. I examine and define the terms used in the 

thesis and review the pertinent literature. Chapter 2 examines the definitions of crowding and 

the concepts that emerged from interviews conducted with crowded households. The 

definition of crowding using space-based metrics is discussed. The difference between density 

and crowding is recognised. Crowding is understood as a perception induced by stress and the 

product of several antecedent factors, which include physical (spatial), social and personal 

attributes. A stress-based definition of crowding is adopted. The suggested impact of crowding 

from past research on physical and mental health and educational attainment is examined. 

These effects are relevant to my thesis since they underline the relational association between 

the physical affordance of the dwelling with the social interactions that occur. These 

interactions and their impact provide the context for answering my primary research question 

of how living in perceived crowded conditions may lead to young people becoming homeless 

Literature examining crowding in Australia, particularly Indigenous Australian crowding, is 

reviewed, illustrating that crowding is culturally determined. Housing affordability, 

particularly from an Australian context, is also examined in Chapter 2 since it influences 

choice of housing within crowded households. Lack of choice, often determined by housing 

affordability, serves to restrain the crowded household with little opportunity for change, thus 

exacerbating the anxiety of crowding and the impact it may have. 

In Chapter 3, I examine space and place, critical components within the spatial and social 

context of residence. The space of place, as described in this chapter, is the context of 
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crowding. It is the locale in which crowding, defined and described in Chapter 2, is situated. 

Within this study, place is understood as the place of home. Space is not perceived as limitless 

but rather has the metaphorical and literal possibilities of being bound, open and emergent. 

Space and place are described as two sides of one coin. My review of the literature led me to 

an understanding that when place is created by the delineation of space, which includes a 

balance between boundedness and emergence, the secure place of home can result. Further, I 

contend when boundedness, openness and emergence are out of balance, loss of home may be 

the result and provide a risk of homelessness. Crowding can alter the balance within the place 

of home between being bound, open and emergent. The loss of balance or congruence due to 

crowding in the place of home and its consequent failure in providing identity, attachment and 

belonging are examined within the context of the literature of home and place attachment. By 

integrating the social and physical elements, a far more nuanced answer to how living in 

perceived crowded conditions may lead to risk of homelessness is provided. Risk of 

homelessness is more complex than the prioritising of risk categories and is discussed within 

the context of ‘synchronic emergence’ (Elder-Vass 2010), where certain similar elements 

combine at particular times to create risk. This definition of risk serves in part to explain how 

the socio-spatial experiences and practices in certain households may increase the risk of 

homelessness for young people 

In Chapter 4, I explain the rationale and justification for my decisions regarding the 

methodology and research methods of this study. The chapter explains the methodology 

employed to explore how living in perceived crowded conditions can lead to homelessness for 

young people. Social constructionism is presented as the epistemological basis for my 

research, since crowding is regarded as culturally contingent (Hall 1969; Myers, Baer & Choi 

1996). The socio-spatial context of residence is expanded upon and linked with a transactional 

perspective that incorporates the spatial, social and temporal aspects of home. The social, 

spatial and temporal elements of a transactional perspective of home are defined. GTM is 

discussed, with an iterative and abductive approach being adopted. This method considered a 

priori theories and theories emerging from my analysis of the interview data. Sample selection 

and the interview process are also discussed and a table detailing some of the characteristics 

of the households interviewed is presented. 

In Chapters 5–9, I present the findings from the interviews conducted with crowded 

households and how the conversations exhibit social and spatial positions between being 
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bound, open and emergent. These chapters should not be read as separate but, maintaining 

integrity with a transactional perspective, understood as interrelated parts of the whole. 

Chapters 6–8 explore and explain the social and spatial experiences and practices of people 

living in crowded households over time. Each experience or practice is examined in the light 

of how it contributes to, or detracts from, the necessary balance between being bound, open 

and emergent. These characteristics between being bound and emergent are indicative of how 

the social and spatial experiences of crowding may increase the risk of homelessness for young 

people. I argue incongruence or imbalance between being bound and emergent socially and 

physically provides a continuum of risk of homelessness. 

Chapter 5 provides the initial steps over the threshold and into the personal narratives of those 

living in crowded households. The first part of the chapter examines and defines the concepts 

raised within the interviews and identified through GTM. The concepts I identified in relation 

to crowding through analysis of the interview data include household chaos, routine and ritual 

and stigma. A review of the literature I conducted after identifying these expanded my 

conceptual framework. These concepts explain what the experiences and practices within 

crowded households represent and how they might contribute to risk of homelessness for 

young people. The second part of Chapter 5 describes the physical characteristics of the 

neighbourhood and dwellings encountered in the interviews conducted for my research. 

I maintain throughout the thesis that the physical aspects of the dwelling influence the social 

relations within and beyond the dwelling. By opening the discussion of my findings with this 

physical description, and my reaction, I set the scene for the social and spatial experiences of 

people living in crowded households. The interviewer is never an objective observer (Bryant 

& Charmaz 2007a; Silverman 2000), but brings own perspectives and reactions to the 

interview. Through my observation and reaction, I situate myself within the interview process. 

A description of the space provided by a KUC studio is also provided since several households 

had received a studio and were able to reflect on the consequence of the additional space for 

their household. This section of the chapter is a compilation describing a typicality of several 

houses and their salient characteristics. This description serves to illustrate the physical context 

for the practices and experiences of people living in crowded households and how, in 

combination, they contribute to increasing the risk of homelessness for young people. 

Chapter 6 introduces the boundedness of the space of place within crowded households and 

continues the exploration of the social and spatial experiences and practices of people living 
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in crowded households and how these may contribute to increased risk of homelessness. The 

common usage of space is discussed in relation to how the families interviewed understand 

space and its implications for the perception of crowding. Storage and adequacy of the 

dwelling are also discussed in relation to the data and how these affect the perception of 

crowding and risk of homelessness for young people. Lack of adequacy of space in the place 

of home across several dimensions determines the experiences and practices of crowded 

households and can lead to incongruence in understanding of home. Inadequacy of space does 

contribute to a sense of being bound spatially and socially and to a perception of a lack of the 

adequacy of home. 

Chapter 7 outlines the contribution of household chaos, as described by the interviewees, to 

the perception of crowding. Definitions of household chaos include crowding. I explore the 

impact of the chaos engendered within some crowded households interviewed. The term 

‘incursion’ is introduced based on the interviewees’ own testimonies. This term implies a 

sudden change in circumstances through the introduction of new people into the household at 

short notice with no change in physical circumstances to the dwelling. From the analysis of 

the interviews, I contend household chaos can have significant impact on a sense of 

attachment, belonging and identity, thus contributing to a greater risk of homelessness for 

young people who perceive their circumstances as crowded. 

Chapter 8 presents contrary findings regarding the routines and rituals adopted within crowded 

households. Routines and rituals, or lack thereof, were a significant part of the experiences 

and practices within crowded households. Here, I suggest some routines may be both 

protective and detrimental to a sense of attachment, identity and belonging. In the main, young 

people within crowded households that maintained strong routines and rituals were less likely 

to be at risk of homelessness than young people in those that were less regulated with minimal 

or negative rituals. 

In Chapter 9, I return to my primary question of how living in a crowded dwelling may lead 

to young people being at risk of homelessness. This chapter provides a summary of the 

findings drawn from the exploration. This thesis is an exploration of the experiences and 

practices of crowded households and how these experiences and practices can contribute to 

the risk of homelessness for young people. I challenge the statistical definition of 

homelessness from both a definitional and operational perspective. Homelessness is not a 

simple matter of rooflessness but is deeply embedded within the social/emotional and physical 
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context of rootlessness (McCarthy 2018; Somerville 2013). I also argue the provision of space, 

particularly quality of space represented by a KUC studio, can have a significant positive 

impact on the congruence for young people between being bound, open and emergent. The 

exploration of crowding within my thesis suggests crowding may not be so much a risk of 

rooflessness as rootlessness. Additional space can have a dramatic impact on the rebalancing 

of the experience of the space of place between being too bound and emergent without 

foundation, each carrying its own risks. A rebalancing between boundedness and openness 

can influence the sense of security, attachment and belonging for young people and provide a 

foundation for future possibilities, minimising risk of homelessness from crowded households. 

The concluding chapter summarises the central argument of my thesis, the method employed 

to explore this argument and the findings detailed in Chapters 5–9 and reiterates my 

contribution to knowledge. I have argued throughout the thesis that when the space of the 

place of home is compromised through the perception of crowding, the balance between being 

bound in the safety and security of home and the possibility of openness and emergence is also 

compromised. The imbalance may be a feeling of being too tightly bound, providing stress 

and anxiety coupled with a desire to escape without the foundation necessary to be ‘at home’ 

in the world. Risk of homelessness, better understood as rootlessness, may be the result of this 

imbalance. Suggestions for further research conclude the thesis. 
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Chapter 2: Research Context—Part 1: Crowding and Related 

Theories 

2.1 Introduction 

In Chapters 2 and 3, I outline the context of the study and describe and define the terms being 

used within the thesis. These terms have been determined by a priori research as well as having 

emerged from the interviews conducted and analysed using GTM. In Chapter 2, crowding is 

examined and defined from within a broad range of relevant literature. The detrimental impact 

of crowding identified within this literature is disputed and is discussed within the context of 

risk of homelessness for young people. Clapham’s (2005) exhortation to explore the narratives 

of those who live the particular housing experience by going beyond the threshold of the home 

provides a backdrop to this discussion. Crowded conditions of Indigenous Australians are 

examined from within a significant body of literature. The Australian Housing and Urban 

Research Institute has commissioned much of this research on Indigenous Australian 

crowding in recent years, which throws light on the specific cultural context of Indigenous 

Australian residential crowding. 

The final section of this chapter is devoted to defining housing affordability, since it is easy to 

assume if a family is too numerous for the dwelling it inhabits, the simple solution is to move 

to a larger property. The sense of being bound by the limitation of affordability was recognised 

in several interviews and led to a sense of frustration. The frustration was understood in terms 

of also being bound and limited financially, providing increased risk of homelessness for 

young people. 

Most Western countries, including Australia, use a space-based definition or density measure 

(ABS 2011) when assessing the extent of crowding and the contribution it makes to 

homelessness. The definitions include people per room (PPR), people per square metre in a 

residence or number of additional rooms that might be required to alleviate crowding 

(Memmott et al. 2011; Reynolds & Robinson 2005; Reynolds, Robinson & Diaz 2004). These 

definitions are statistical devices for actuarial purposes that treat crowding as objective. 

However, crowding is a disputed concept and numeric occupancy is only one of several factors 

that contribute to the perception of crowding. 
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In this thesis, I explore the factors contributing to a more complex understanding of residential 

crowding and the risk it poses of homelessness to young people. The social, spatial and 

temporal context of residence provide the backdrop to this discussion. Relevant theories of 

crowding, space and place from the literature are explored and defined in this section. 

Theoretical development for this research was both deductive and inductive. This involved 

preliminary determination of some concepts as well as an iterative process that emerged from 

the interviews with crowded households. These emergent theories are explored further in 

Chapter 5 through supporting literature. While some of the emergent theories have a 

significant body of supporting literature, they are presented with relevance implicit to the 

research aim. The first section of this chapter discusses what constitutes crowding, tracing the 

pathway from an objective definition based on density to a more subjective, stress-based 

definition, which accommodates the complex factors contributing to a perception of crowding. 

I propose an integrated model of crowding based on the work of Gifford (2014) and Choi et 

al. (1976). This integrated model forms the basis for understanding the complexity of crowding 

within a social, spatial and temporal context. 

Indigenous Australian household crowding is also examined in the literature. The selection of 

households to be interviewed for this research was not prescriptive of ethnicity or cultural 

background. However, Indigenous Australian households are disproportionately represented 

in crowding statistics in Australia. Cooper (2005) indicated 15% of Indigenous households 

were likely to be crowded compared with 4% in the general population. Biddle (2009) 

concluded “that Indigenous Australians are more likely to live in areas with a high number of 

people per bedroom, or that are likely to be overcrowded” (p. 26). According to Atkinson et 

al. (2007), Indigenous Australians are 5.6 times more likely to live in crowded households 

than non-Indigenous Australians. While Indigenous Australian crowding is not the focus of 

this research, it provides an example of differences that support the contention household 

crowding is constructivist in nature and more complex than a statistical definition affords. 

Suggested effects of crowding from previous literature are examined in the light of possible 

risks they may pose of homelessness. This review of crowding and the associated concepts 

that emerged from the interviews provide a context for my work. Definitions of crowding are 

discussed, and the stress-based definition of crowding is accepted. Review of past and current 

studies of the impact of residential crowding are presented as a backdrop to the analysis of the 

interviews undertaken so the reader is made aware of previous claims and counterclaims. The 
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concepts that emerged from the interviews and are addressed in Chapter 5 are important in this 

contextualising of the work since they demonstrate a desire to remain true to the narratives of 

those interviewed. However, first, it is important to clarify the term used consistently 

throughout my thesis for overcrowding/crowding. 

2.2 ‘Crowding’ or ‘Overcrowding’ 

In Australia, the ABS (2011) uses the term ‘overcrowding’ to describe people who are counted 

in the national census statistics as homeless owing to living in high-density households. 

Several studies also use the term when discussing high-density households and the effects this 

overcrowding may have on the occupants (Baggott et al. 2004). ‘Crowding’ and 

‘overcrowding’ can be used interchangeably, often dependent on sources cited (Baggott et al. 

2004; Myers, Baer & Choi 1996). International social science generally employs the term 

crowding when discussing higher-density households (Baldassare 1979; Freedman 1975; 

Gifford 2014; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott et al. 2011; Stokols 

1972, 1976). As Memmott (2011, 2012a) indicates, the use of the term ‘overcrowding’ is 

tautologous, since a place described as crowded requires no further emphasis. Thus, for clarity 

and continuity with the social science vocabulary the more internationally recognised term 

‘crowding’ is employed in this thesis, except in circumstances where the work cited or referred 

to uses the alternative ‘overcrowding’. 

2.3 Crowding and Density 

Employment of density-based measures for crowding claims to provide an objective tool for 

statistical accounting (Memmott et al. 2011; Myers, Baer & Choi 1996). Many countries 

employ a statistical definition based on density to measure the extent of crowding and its 

impact on homelessness. The ABS relies on the Canadian National Occupancy Standard. This 

standard provides a per-room breakdown of numbers of occupants by age and gender before 

allocating a crowding measure over and above those who can be accommodated (ABS 2011). 

The Proxy Occupancy Standard, also a density measure, has been used recently in Australia 

to assess the level of crowding in state-owned and managed Indigenous housing. (Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare 2014). The UK utilises the density-based Bedroom Standard 

(Reynolds & Robinson 2005) as one of many density measures, and international crowding 

comparisons across countries are measured in PPR (Edwards et al. 1994). The United States 
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employs the American Crowding Index, while New Zealand uses the Equivalised Crowding 

Index. All these measures are density based (Memmott et al. 2011). 

While the need for census data and policy development dictates the use internationally of a 

density-based measure, these standardised measures are subject to cultural modification. 

Myers, Baer and Choi (1996) argue PPR is regarded as a technical, standardised tool indicating 

culturally acceptable limits of PPR at any one time. The use of the tool at a particular time is 

an objective assessment based on the numeric value attributed to the tool. The numeric value 

of the tool is subject to several factors, including relative affluence of a country (Myers, Baer 

& Choi 1996) cultural expectations and ethnic diversity (Angel & Marta 1982; Birdsall-Jones 

& Shaw 2008; Edwards et al. 1994; Memmott et al. 2011). The standardised measure of PPR 

employed in the United States declined over a relative short period from 2.0 PPR in 1940 to 

1.0 PPR in 1960 (Myers, Baer & Choi 1996). 

Density is not only an internal measure of crowding but is also used to denote population per 

acre globally, the number of dwelling structures in a given unit of land area, the number of 

dwellings per structure and the number of rooms per dwelling unit (Gifford 2014; Gove & 

Hughes 1983). Gifford (2014), following Zlutnick and Altman (1972), distinguishes between 

internal and external density. Internal density is experienced inside a residence, while external 

density is the ratio of space to individuals external to the residence, often understood as the 

immediate neighbourhood (Gifford 2014). 

Notwithstanding historic commentary on negative aspects of density and crowding from 

Engels ({1844}2005), Simmel (2000) and Riis (1890), population density and risk of 

detrimental effects entered popular consciousness in the early 1960s through articles by, 

among others, Christian (1961) and Calhoun (1962). Adverse outcomes for dense populations 

of rats and mice were correlated with expanding urban densities and the potential detrimental 

effects of such density. The correlation of effects of density between animal and human 

populations was questioned by the academy (Baldassare 1979; Edwards et al. 1994; Ramsden 

& Adams 2009). The adaptive ability of the human population was one of the principal 

concerns raised in any correlation between animals and humans. The eventual outcome of this 

controversy was the development of definitional distinction between density and crowding 

(Gifford 2014; Stokols 1972). Stokols (1972) distinguishes between the physical condition, 

density, defined purely in terms of spatial parameters, and the experience of crowding, a 
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motivational state aroused through the interaction of spatial, social and personal factors and 

directed towards the alleviation of perceived spatial restriction. (p. 275) 

This distinction between density and crowding has been generally accepted (Campagna 2016; 

Chan 1999; Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Gifford 2014; Memmott et al. 2011; Woodman 

& Wyn 2015). Density is a unit of measurement applied to predetermined spatial boundaries 

(Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Gifford 2014), while crowding is recognised as an 

experiential state prompted by perceived limitation of space and cultural, physiological and 

psychological responses (Campagna 2016; Baum & Davis 1976; Chan 1999; Choi, Mirjafari 

& Weaver 1976; van Staden 1984). Rapoport (1975) had previously provided a bridge between 

an objective statistical definition of density and one that included influence by physical and 

social factors. This bridge is an early precursor to marrying the physical and social factors 

undertaken in this thesis. Density is understood as a more neutral term, while the experience 

of crowding has negative connotations 

Density is understood as a more neutral term, while the experience of crowding has negative 

connotations (Chan 1999; Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Stokols 1972). While density is 

not a simple concept, it provides a space-related definition that is only one factor in the 

experience of crowding. The experiential state of crowding includes spatial, social and 

temporal elements and is perceived as stress related. A model of crowding incorporating the 

social, spatial and temporal antecedents is described as the stress model of crowding (Choi, 

Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Gifford 2014; Memmott et al. 2011; Stokols 1976) 

2.4 Crowding and Stress 

The result of perceived limitation of space and the subsequent cultural, physiological and 

psychological response may result in a either a feeling of congruence or incongruence 

(Campagna 2016; Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Gifford 2014). Congruence implies a 

rebalancing of needs to a level of satisfaction within the space available. By contrast, 

incongruence implies a failed attempt at rebalance between spatial adequacy and need. Failure 

to rebalance needs in reaction to spatial limitation creates a level of stress within the individual 

or group (Altman 1975; Campagna 2016; Chan 1999; Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Stokols 

1976). Determining levels of density, spatial adequacy and social response that provoke 

crowding-induced stress has been historically challenging (Booth, Johnson & Edwards 1980a, 

1980b; Gove & Hughes 1980a, 1980b; van Staden 1984). Sundstrom (1978) defined crowding 
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as a “psychological state of stress that sometimes accompanies high density” (p. 32). Defining 

how many is too many to produce ‘high density’ in a residential context is open to speculation, 

not least from those who describe themselves as crowded. Some suggest one person can 

experience crowding, given the pertinent social and physical stimulants (Esser 1972; Loo 

1975; Stokols 1972), while others argue a certain density is required before crowding stress is 

encountered (Desor 1972; Gove, Hughes & Galle 1979). 

2.5 Primary and Secondary Crowding 

In attempting to further define where and when the circumstances of crowding stress are more 

likely to occur, Stokols (1976) differentiated between crowding that occurred in primary and 

secondary circumstances. Secondary crowding is encountered in less personal circumstances, 

such as at sporting events, shopping malls and cultural events. The crowding encountered in 

these situations may heighten emotions but is mostly elective and one may withdraw readily 

if required. Thus, the space available is equal to the demands for congruence of the perceived 

crowding demands (Stokols 1972). Conversely, primary crowding is encountered in the more 

intimate context of the home, work environment or classroom (Stokols 1976). The home or 

classroom are not elective environments, and withdrawal from heightened emotions because 

of crowding is more difficult. Perception of spatial adequacy affording congruence can be 

compromised in these more intimate contexts because of interaction between the social and 

physical over time (Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Stokols 1976). Stokols (1976) argues the 

detrimental and stressful impact of high density or proximity to others is heightened in 

primary, rather than secondary, crowding. Elevated levels of stress in primary environments 

are effected by the thwarting of desired personal levels of control within primary settings and 

the degree of power able to be exercised to achieve such control (Regoeczi 2008; Stokols 

1976). 

2.6 Crowding, Personal Control, Privacy and Space 

Desired personal levels of control are affected by cultural expectations, gender and age 

(Balestra & Sultan 2013; Chan 1999; Freedman 1975; Hall 1963; Regoeczi 2008). The ability 

to exercise personal control relates to the level of privacy or intimacy desired at any given 

time (Altman 1975). Altman (1975) suggests this ability to exercise control is also linked to 

territoriality. Territoriality has been defined as the adoption of a defensive posture of 

demarcation to maintain a sense of control over space to affect the level of privacy or intimacy 
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desired (Bonnes & Secchiaroli 1995). Bonnes and Secchiaroli (1995) argue this definition is 

reductionist based on previous ethological studies. They modify the definition to be more 

inclusive of “the ways in which places and things become part of both the identity of persons 

and the social processes they more or less directly participate in” (Bonnes & Secchiaroli 1995, 

p. 15). 

Westin (1970), in a study on privacy, provided the foundation for privacy policy in an 

emerging age of technology, suggesting four states of privacy. The four states are solitude, 

intimacy, anonymity and reserve, reserve being “the ability to protect personal information 

and psychological barriers” (Chan 1999, p. 102). The first two states of solitude and intimacy 

can only be achieved if the spatial and social context permit. Failure to achieve the desired 

balance between solitude or privacy and intimacy, what Altman (1975) describes as the desired 

level and the achieved level, leads to frustration and perception of inadequacy of the spatial to 

accommodate the social. The longer the duration one endures such constraint, the more 

significant the impact (Altman 1975; Chan 1999; Evans et al. 1998). The capacity to maintain 

personal space, privacy and territoriality is central to the understanding of the development of 

personal identity (Prince 2014; Zlutnick & Altman 1972), security (Giddens 1991), attachment 

to place (Cresswell 1996; Malpas 2006; Reinders & Van Der Land 2008; Taylor, S 2003) and 

sense of belonging (Beidler & Morrison 2016; Casey 2001; Cresswell 1996; Prince 2014). 

When the ability to control and maintain personal space is limited, determined by spatial 

inadequacy and social impingement, a level of stress can be created, which results in a 

perception of crowding (Chan 1999; Zlutnick & Altman 1972). 

Overload or social overstimulation has also been associated with the experience of crowding 

(Altman 1975; Gifford 2014; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Stokols 1976; van 

Staden 1984). Overload or overstimulation relates to excessive input of social and 

informational stimuli (van Staden 1984). The overload is also dependent on “individual 

stimulation preferences” (Gifford 2014, p. 196). As the name suggests, the focus of overload 

or overstimulation is on the discrepancy between the desired level of input and the actual level. 

Incoming stimuli demand an adaptive response to accommodate the level of social interaction 

or information desired. When the level provided exceeds either the capacity to manage the 

quantity or the desired level of stimuli, a sense of being crowded is the response (Gifford 2014; 

van Staden 1984). 
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Subjective needs and psychological differences also play a role in the way one reacts to levels 

of density and perception of crowding (Campagna 2016; Chan 1999; Schmidt, Goldman & 

Feimer 1979; Zlutnick & Altman 1972). These needs and differences may be difficult to 

measure but nevertheless play a significant role in the perception and stress of crowding. The 

desire and need for space can be shaped by individual psychological differences, personal 

values, attitudes and expectations (Chan 1999; Clitheroe, Stokols & Zmuidzinas 1998; Gifford 

2014; Schmidt, Goldman & Feimer 1979; Zlutnick & Altman 1972). It has been suggested 

“the effects of density are determined by who is being crowded and by the situations and 

behaviours involved” (Schmidt, Goldman & Feimer 1979, p. 107). Proximity to others and the 

reactions of individuals may be culturally determined (Hall 1969), allowing for crowding to 

be moderated by cultural difference and expectation (Chan 1999; Freedman 1975; Gifford 

2014). However, Evans, Lepore and Allen (2000) argue that while there may be differences in 

personal space preference across cultures, the impact of crowding on different cultural groups 

demonstrates little variation. Subjective and psychological needs may vary, but crowding 

stress is the result when the social and spatial adequacy is perceived to be inadequate. 

When the relational association between the social needs of the individual or group and the 

physical environment is compromised, a sense of inadequacy of the environment to provide 

for social needs is perceived(Campagna 2016; van Staden 1984). Frustration and stress are 

engendered within the relational independence. Gibson (1986) described the relationship 

between subject and object pertaining to social expectation using the term affordance. 

Campagna (2016) suggests each object in a house can reflect a neutral, negative or positive 

aspect dependent upon its capacity to satisfy the goals of the individual or household at a 

particular time. The inability to satisfy routine and common goals, such as toileting, mealtimes 

and sleeping, owing to excessive demand or inadequacy of facilities may lead to levels of 

frustration and stress and perception of crowding. 

I have identified the concepts highlighted in this section because they all contribute to the 

antecedents relevant to the stress model of crowding described in the next section. 

2.7 Stress Model of Crowding 

From the discussion in the previous section, clearly, density and crowding should not be 

conflated. Accepted definitions of crowding were first proposed in the early 1970s and refined 

over time (Chan 1999; Gifford 2014; Loo & Ong 1984; Memmott et al. 2011; Zlutnick & 
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Altman 1972) to make a clear distinction between density and crowding. Density remains a 

more neutral and objective spatial and physical measure of number of people or things in a 

location. By contrast, crowding is considered an experiential state conditioned by several 

factors that are more subjective. These factors include the individual desire to exercise control 

over desired personal space; privacy and territorial identity; subjective and psychological 

needs; and the adequacy of the physical environment to satisfy the needs. Failure of any or all 

of these needs and expectations within the physical environment of the residence, in this case 

the dwelling, can lead to a perception of crowding engendered by stress. The antecedents of 

the perception and experience of crowding therefore include physical, social and personal 

attributes. When combined, these attributes contribute to a perception of spatial adequacy that 

may be congruent or incongruent (Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Edwards, et al. 1994; 

Gifford 2014). When incongruence occurs, a level of physiological and psychological stress 

is engendered, which requires an adaptive response. For the present research, I adopted the 

stress model of crowding since it provides a rich, nuanced understanding of crowding. This 

model leads to a definition of crowding as “an experiential or psychological state, which 

accrues from the interaction of a relatively high density of people with other personal, social 

and physical-environmental factors” (Chan 1999, p. 109), which is the definition used for the 

purpose of my research. 

2.8 Effects of Crowding 

The effect of primary crowding on households has been contested, sometimes with the same 

data yielding different claims (Booth, Johnson & Edwards 1980b, 1980a; Gove & Hughes 

1980b, 1980a). Freedman argues that crowding is not necessarily negative but emphasises that 

this applies to density rather than perception of crowding. He insists crowding should always 

be understood as referring to the physical situation of high density, not to a perception of 

crowding (Freedman 1975). Crowding measured by density is claimed not to have any 

significant effect on people (Baldassare 1979; Gove, Hughes & Galle 1979) while crowding 

and perception of crowding from adverse social circumstances have measurable effects (Gove, 

Hughes & Galle 1979). This is in accordance with my findings detailed in Chapters 6–9. Gove, 

Hughes and Galle (1979) claimed objective density and subjective perception of crowding 

affected mental and physical health, and led to poor social relations in and outside the home 

and poor child care. 
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More recently, claims have been made regarding the detrimental effect crowding has on young 

people’s mental and physical health (Evans et al. 1989, 1998; Evans & Wachs 2010), future 

possibilities and expectations (Gabe & Williams 1986; Lopoo & London 2016; Solari & Mare 

2012), housing stress and dissatisfaction (Campagna 2016) and educational achievement 

(Burdick-Will 2010). Capacity to mitigate effects of crowding has also been linked to positions 

of power, with those unable do so more likely to feel the stress of crowding (Regoeczi 2003). 

In a review of literature on the effects of crowding, Baggott et al. (2004) concluded it was 

possible to make claims regarding relationships and associations between crowding and its 

impact, but more difficult to claim causal connection. 

I maintain the relationships and associations between the perception of crowding and its effects 

explored in this research are the meanings made by the interviewees of their circumstances. 

This bottom-up, rather than top-down, conceptual approach provides important data that exist 

beyond the threshold of the residence (Clapham 2005b) and honours the narratives of those 

experiencing crowding first-hand. As Edwards et al. (1994) maintained from extensive 

research of residential crowding in Bangkok, “the perception of being crowded is critical in 

accounting for differences in psychological well-being and in explaining why people 

experience decrements in their marital and family relations” (p. 174). The practices and 

experiences of crowded households explored within this thesis describe detrimental effects. 

These effects can, over time, affect the social and spatial context of residence and the 

congruence experienced, and lead to risk of homelessness. Therefore, examining the 

detrimental effects of crowding from previous research is important in exploring this claim 

and is hence performed in this thesis. 

2.9 Physical Impact of Crowding 

Claims regarding the physical and physiological effects of residential crowding have included 

increased child mortality, Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, respiratory infection and allergy 

and increased child accidents (Baggott et al. 2004; Gifford 2014; Reynolds & Robinson 2005; 

Reynolds, Robinson & Diaz 2004). Increased incidence of stomach cancer and respiratory 

disease in adults has also been associated with childhood experience of residential crowding 

(Baggott et al. 2004). Gifford (2014) maintains higher density levels can lead to physiological 

effects, such as increased blood pressure and poor cardiac function, but suggests this may only 

be detrimental when linked with a perception of crowding. Crowding and poor-quality housing 
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were viewed as detrimental to general health and mortality rates for Indigenous Australians 

(Birdsall-Jones & Corunna 2008; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a, 2012b). 

Density of people in a household, physical inadequacy of the dwelling and housing stress are 

associated, according to Campagna (2016), and integrate the physical and social/emotional 

effects of household crowding (Evans, Lepore & Schroeder 1996; Rollings et al. 2017) 

2.10 Impact of Crowding on Mental Health 

In a study that surveyed 500 crowded UK households, poor mental health was cited more often 

than physical detriment (Reynolds & Robinson 2005). Stress, being isolated and depression 

were mentioned as consequences of living in crowded households. Housing stress has been 

associated with crowding, leading to emotional distress provoked by lack of physical amenity 

(Campagna 2016). Crowding and housing quality have been linked to social withdrawal, 

psychological distress and lack of a sense of general wellbeing among children and young 

people (Evans et al. 1998, 2000, 2005; Evans, Lercher & Kofler 2002; Evans, Saegert & Harris 

2001; Kidd & Evans 2011). Prince (2014), while not dealing directly with crowding, suggests 

quality of place (which can be affected by crowding) influences a young person’s sense of 

identity, belonging and attachment to place (for a more detailed development of this argument 

see Chapter 3). “Selective control of access to self is important for good mental health” 

(Altman 1975; Gifford 2014, p. 197). When this selectivity is denied, the possibility of impact 

on mental health can be considerable (Altman 1975; Choi, Mirjafari & Weaver 1976; Gifford 

2014; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; Zlutnick & Altman 1972). 

Baggott et al. (2004) regard claims made of the impact of crowding on mental health to be 

more tenuous than those regarding physical health. Lack of definition of terms and difference 

between professional diagnosis and self-diagnosis make comparison between studies difficult 

(Baggott et al. 2004). Many variables are involved in the association between residential 

crowding, housing quality and impact on mental health (Evans, Wells & Moch 2003). Despite 

the qualifications, Evans, Saltzman and Cooperman (2001) did find an association between 

crowding, housing quality and psychological and social distress in children. The experiences 

and practices of the people living in crowded circumstances, as related in the present thesis, 

involved professional and self-diagnosed mental health issues and should not be discounted 

because they may not fit a predetermined conceptual framework. It is these practices and 
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experiences that contribute to a sense of being bound without the possibility of emergence and 

a future. They remain relevant to risk of homelessness for young people. 

2.11 Crowding and Educational Attainment 

Education is particularly relevant to young people’s aspiration, identity, economic future and 

housing circumstances (Farrugia 2016b; Mallet et al. 2010; Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008). 

Crowding and a chaotic household, caused in part from crowding, can affect the possibility of 

educational progress and aspiration for young people (Baggott et al. 2004; Bourdieu & 

Passeron 1977; Dockery et al. 2010; Lopoo & London 2016; Thompson, Russell & Simmons 

2014). Goux and Maurin (2005) reported an association between crowding and educational 

attainment in young people accounting for confounding factors. Household chaos, in part a 

result of crowding, is reported to affect children’s academic achievement (Garrett-Peters et al. 

2016), study and social skills (Evans, Saegert & Harris 2001; Shamama-tus-Sabah & Gillani 

2011) and important developmental milestones (Berry et al. 2016). In an attempt to 

demonstrate a causal link between crowding, spatial need and education test scores, Burdick-

Will (2010, unpublished) claimed a negative association between crowding and educational 

test scores. Crowding is an experiential state of stress generated by social and environmental 

factors (Gifford 2014; Memmott et al. 2011). 

This discussion indicates there is an interrelation between the social and spatial circumstances 

of crowding. The perception of crowding can be influenced by antecedents that are physical, 

social/emotional and environmental. Negative effects are associated in the literature with the 

perception of crowding. The metaphorical and literal sense of being bound within a physical 

and emotional context from negative antecedents such as inadequate housing, social discord 

and personal indicates the possibility of the emergence of risk of homelessness in a wider 

sense than rooflessness. Incapacity to exercise the desired level of solitude, intimacy and 

privacy, due to the stress of crowding, points to a detrimental impact at an individual and 

household level. The detrimental impact on individuals and their sense of belonging, identity 

and attachment will be examined in Chapter 3 in greater detail. 

In the following section, I narrow the geographical lens to literature concerning crowding in 

Australia and particularly crowding within the most disadvantaged group, Indigenous 

Australians. In this section, I demonstrate that while cultural differences exist in acceptable 
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levels of residential crowding, undesired or culturally unsanctioned levels of crowding create 

negative effects regardless of cultural difference. 

2.12 Crowding in Australia 

Severe overcrowding in Australia, defined by the ABS (2011) “as living in a dwelling which 

requires 4 or more extra bedrooms to accommodate the people who usually live there, as 

defined by the Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS)” rose by 10,000 or 23.5% 

between 2011 and 2016 (see Chapter 1). People living in severely overcrowded households 

comprised approximately 44% of homeless people on census night 2016 (ABS 2018). The rise 

of people regarded as homeless from living in severely overcrowded households was in part 

attributed to migrants from Central and South East Asia. This cohort comprised 15% of total 

homelessness in Australia and 75% of these were estimated to be living in severely 

overcrowded dwellings. Approximately 25% of the homeless cohort were young people under 

30 years of age. Approximately 20% of the homeless population were Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders, of which two-thirds were judged homeless because of severe overcrowding 

(ABS 2018). To place these statistics in context, the percentage of the Australian population 

consisting of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders according to the ABS was 3.3% (ABS 

2016). 

Overcrowding within Indigenous Australian communities, including urban, regional and 

remote (see below), has received significant attention owing to its predominance and 

proportional over-representation in crowding statistics (Habibis et al. 2010, 2013; Memmott, 

Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott, Nash & Birdsall-Jones 2013; Memmott et al. 

2011; Milligan et al. 2011; Moran, M et al. 2016). Attempts to discover any studies devoted 

specifically to non-Indigenous Australian crowding failed to reveal any literature of relevance 

investigating links between crowding and risk of homelessness. The ABS regards crowding 

as people on a continuum of those who are living in dwellings inadequate to their needs and 

therefore marginally housed (ABS 2018). To substantiate this claim, the ABS maintains 

people living in “‘severely’ overcrowded dwellings … are generally unable to pursue social 

relations or have personal (i.e. family or small group) living space, or maintain privacy, nor 

do different family/groups within the dwelling have exclusive access to kitchen facilities and 

a bathroom”. The match between the dwelling and the demands placed on it by the number of 

people within the household is judged to be inadequate. While inadequacy of accommodation 
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allows the ABS to ascertain the number of people who fall into the overcrowded cohort, it 

throws no light on the context and experiences of overcrowding and how these may affect the 

risk of homelessness. The ABS (2018) concedes that not all overcrowded households may 

pose a risk to the health and safety of the occupants, but severe and prolonged overcrowding 

does pose a risk. Risk of, and actual, homelessness, are conflated to sustain the objective claim 

of homelessness for census purposes. The lack of empirical evidence to substantiate the claims 

beyond the most basic of blunt instruments produces statistics of questionable value. To 

reiterate, crowding is not simply density within a delineated space but is a perception created 

by social, spatial and personal antecedents. The perception of crowding produces a much more 

complex picture and demands increased empirical exploration to further define its extent and 

likely effect. 

The need for increased empirical evidence regarding crowding and risk of homelessness in 

Australia, particularly for young people, is exacerbated by organisational and programmatic 

claims regarding overcrowding and homelessness. The Council to Homeless Persons (CHP 

2018) recognises homelessness is not necessarily ‘rooflessness’ and suggests severe 

overcrowding provides the circumstances for homelessness. KUC utilises this explanation in 

justifying the provision of additional space to ameliorate the risk of homelessness for young 

people said to be living in overcrowded households. This justification and rationale are utilised 

despite the example given on the CHP website of ‘precarious living’ based on overcrowding 

reflecting more complex dynamics. The increase in severe overcrowding and subsequent 

homelessness among more recent migrant populations remains a contested area. Studies 

overseas suggest an ambivalence between support (financial and social) in multifamily 

households and negative effects of crowding (Koebel & Murray 1999). Conditionality, that is 

the adaptation that occurs from the integration of one culture into another over time, may also 

play a part in varying expectations, even within the same ethnic groups (Habibis et al. 2013). 

Confounding factors, such as financial resources, education levels, employment and parenting 

ability, all add to the complexity of crowding and its implications for risk (Evans et al. 1998, 

2005; Weisner 2010). This thesis is the first step in addressing a very complex issue and 

expanding the limited knowledge base of crowding in non-Indigenous Australian households. 

Some articulation of Indigenous Australian crowding is necessary to place it within the wider 

context of Australian crowding and risk of homelessness. 
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 Indigenous Australian Crowding 

Indigenous Australian crowding has been examined extensively (Birdsall-Jones et al. 2010; 

Habibis et al. 2010; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott & Nash 2014; 

Memmott, Nash & Birdsall-Jones 2013; Memmott et al. 2011; Milligan et al. 2011) due in part 

to the research priorities of the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute and the 

proportional over-representation in crowding statistics. Indigenous Australian crowding in 

Australia is disproportionately more prevalent than crowding in non-Indigenous communities. 

Indigenous people are 5.6 times more likely to live in overcrowded houses than the non-

Indigenous population (Atkinson et al. 2007; Cooper 2005). In remote communities, this 

figure rises to 18.8 times when compared with similar non-Indigenous demographics 

(Atkinson et al. 2007). Memmott et al. (2012a), citing the ABS, note that “42% of all 

Indigenous people in remote areas had experienced ‘overcrowding’ and that this was the 

second most frequently cited stressful event, after death of a family member or friend” (p. 

242). In contrast, the weighted percentage for those experiencing crowding as a ‘stressor’ 

across  Australia was 7.6 (Memmott, Birdsall-Jones and  

Greenop 2012b). It should be noted most Indigenous Australians live in non-remote areas 

(ABS 2018; Behrendt et al. 2012; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016; Vos et al. 2009). 

According to the SCRGSP (2016), 79% of Indigenous Australians lived in metropolitan and 

inner and outer regional areas (p. 8). However, all indicators of disadvantage increased with 

distance from metropolitan areas, particularly overcrowding. The chart below indicates the 

levels of disadvantage by geographical location. 

 
Chart 1: Selected Outcomes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People by 

Remoteness (SCRGSP 2016, p. 32). 
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Regardless of geographic distribution, undoubtedly, Indigenous Australians experience 

greater disadvantage from crowding, housing and other issues than the rest of the Australian 

community owing to historical exclusion from mainstream Australia and racial discrimination 

(Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Habibis et al. 2011; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 

2012a; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016). Measurement of crowding in urban and remote 

Aboriginal communities, in line with all ABS crowding data, is determined using household 

density (ABS 2018). This density measure provides data on Aboriginal crowding and 

subsequent homelessness for the ABS and the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Social Survey. The limitations of this definition are at the heart of this research project since 

it makes no allowance for social and cultural factors that may affect the perception of 

crowding. Social, cultural and spatial factors all play a part in Indigenous Australian crowding 

(Long, Memmott & Seelig 2007; Memmott et al. 2011; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016). 

However, as Birdsall-Jones and Corunna (2008) argue, outside of culturally legitimated 

crowding there is no evidence to suggest “that a situation of on-going long term overcrowding 

that is disconnected from purposive gatherings is culturally sanctioned within indigenous 

culture” (p. 34; see also Leggatt-Cook & Chamberlain, 2015 for an Indigenous New Zealand 

perspective). It is the purposive gatherings that are culturally sanctioned, along with the strong 

ties of kith and kin in the extended family (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Birdsall-Jones et al. 

2010; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012b; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016), that 

have led some to assume that Aboriginal culture can tolerate greater levels of crowding than 

non-Indigenous communities (Birdsall-Jones et al. 2010; Keys Young Report 1998). To better 

understand Indigenous Australian crowding, the cultural, social and spatial context needs to 

be taken into account (Memmott et al. 2011). Memmott et al. (2011) have provided a definition 

of Indigenous crowding that is consistent with the definition utilised in this thesis. 

Accordingly, cultural, social and spatial antecedents are considered. The metaphorical context 

of space and place—bound, open and emergent—(Malpas 2012) as introduced above, is also 

applicable to Indigenous Australian crowding. The stress-based definition of Indigenous 

Australian crowding, as proposed by Memmott et al. (2011, 2012a), also confirms the need 

for a more nuanced approach to crowding and risk in non-Indigenous Australia. 

 Indigenous Crowding, Mobility, Intimacy and Itineracy 

Birdsall-Jones and Shaw (2008) argue that three social and cultural factors contribute to 

Indigenous Australian crowding. These are: 



33 

1. Overcrowding that arises out of culturally legitimated activities or mobility; 

2. Overcrowding that arises out of the system of kinship obligation (socially legitimated 

overcrowding) and; 

3. Overcrowding that arises out of activities that are neither culturally nor socially 

sanctioned. (p. 15) 

Crowding that arises from culturally legitimated activities include events such as funerals, 

ceremonies, sporting events and other culturally based activities that require the presence of 

the extended family (Birdsall-Jones et al. 2010; Habibis et al. 2010). Culturally legitimated 

activities often require mobility from community to community. It is expected in these 

circumstances the visited community or family will provide accommodation for those who are 

considered part of the extended family or part of that culturally sanctioned group (Birdsall-

Jones et al. 2010; Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008). Mobility of a more individualised kind is used 

to visit other members of the family to consolidate family ties and intimacy (Birdsall-Jones et 

al. 2010; Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Habibis et al. 2010). Birdsall-Jones and Corunna 

(2010) indicate that Indigenous Australian people rarely travel by themselves. When a visit to 

other family members is undertaken, siblings or relatives will often go along. This further 

consolidates the ties and intimacy of the extended family in Aboriginal culture. 

Accommodation is not so much expected to be provided as understood within the obligation 

of the family (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008). 

Crowding occurring from social legitimacy has its roots in kinship obligation and mobility 

(Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Musharbash 2008b). The cause of this crowding may be 

structural, although cultural obligation also plays a part (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Fien et 

al. 2008; Memmott Birdsall-Jones and Greenop 2012). Since Aboriginal people are mostly 

dependent on welfare because of racial discrimination and historic colonial exclusion from 

mainstream society (Atkinson et al. 2007; Long, Memmott & Seelig 2007; Memmott et al. 

2012b; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016), and/or regarded as stigmatised tenants (Atkinson 

et al. 2007; Milligan et al. 2011), housing options are limited and tenancy may be terminated 

for financial and social reasons. Related households of those rendered homeless are viewed, 

due to cultural mores, to be obligated to provide accommodation. This is regarded as socially 

legitimated crowding (Birdsall-Jones et al. 2010). An extended period of socially sanctioned 

crowding may lead to obvious problems, particularly in urban settings where noise and 

numbers may attract the disdain of neighbours (Atkinson et al. 2007). The strain on any 
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crowded household, even when it is legitimated, is increased with extra pressure on health 

hardware, cooking, general hygiene and privacy (Birdsall-Jones & Corunna 2008; Birdsall-

Jones & Shaw 2008; Fien et al. 2008; Memmott et al. 2011). Even well-managed 

circumstances place strain on the social fabric and physical amenity (Birdsall-Jones et al. 

2010). Continuation of these crowded circumstances over an extended period may result in 

additional homelessness with either termination of tenancy for the expanded household or 

members leaving owing to the inability to cope with the additional numbers (Atkinson et al. 

2007; Birdsall-Jones et al. 2010). 

Crowding arising out of circumstances that are neither culturally nor socially sanctioned is 

considered the most destructive to household cohesion (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008). Such 

crowding may arise from ‘dysfunctional’ mobility (Memmott et al. 2003) or itineracy 

(Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008) by Indigenous Australians who have no fixed abode and may 

be drug and alcohol dependent, violent and/or have mental health issues (Birdsall-Jones & 

Shaw 2008). Itineracy can be an extremely disruptive form of crowding, resulting in 

heightened perceptions of crowding and leading to further violence and dislocation (Birdsall-

Jones & Shaw 2008; Fien et al. 2008; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott 

et al. 2003; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016). Where cultural and social sanctions are 

contravened, the ability to manage a crowded household may be extended beyond capacity 

(Birdsall-Jones & Corunna 2008; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a). Space 

allocated on strict cultural and gender guidelines may be contravened. The impact on privacy 

may lead to shame and jealousy (Memmott et al. 2011; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 

2012a). This may legitimate other household members to take violent action to punish the 

offenders and ultimately threaten the viability of the household (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; 

Memmott et al. 2011). 

 Spatial Compromise in Indigenous Housing 

Fien et al. (2008), through research on several remote Indigenous communities, have 

demonstrated a lack of cultural sensitivity exists in the design and provision of housing for 

Aboriginal people. They argue that housing provision, governed principally by economic 

restraint, has led to design and construction of housing that ignores the significant differences 

in Aboriginal culture and housing requirements in vastly different communities. 
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Design of housing and layout of townships in remote communities has been based on 

Australian non-Indigenous Western models that are most closely represented by small rural 

Australian towns. This model includes grid-like pattern of streets divided into quarter-acre 

blocks with an emphasis on privacy, separation from neighbours and economy of service 

provision (Fien et al. 2008; Long, Memmott & Seelig 2007). Housing design has mimicked 

the Western concept of the nuclear family with three-bedroom bungalows, principally 

constructed in brick (Fien et al. 2008). A clear distinction between Aboriginal and Anglo-

Celtic kinship structure (Morphy 2006) indicates the inappropriateness of the imposition of 

architecture and geographic layout on alternate social and cultural constructs (Habibis et al. 

2016). The contrast between the Aboriginal emphasis on sociability rather than privacy is 

accentuated by this design and layout. The contrast has been highlighted by several researchers 

(Fien et al. 2008; Long, Memmott & Seelig 2007; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop2012a; 

Musharbash 2008). Inadequacy of health hardware, lack of indoor/outdoor cooking facilities 

and spatial limitation of bedrooms and living areas have increased the perception of crowding 

in larger Aboriginal families (Fien et al. 2008). Housing constructed for Indigenous 

Australians failed to meet even the most basic responses to Australian Indigenous culture. Fein 

et al. (2008) maintain: 

The resultant cultural dislocation, together with severe overcrowding and irregular 
maintenance, means that the condition and appropriateness of housing stocks are not 
conducive to the health, social well-being and other non-shelter outcomes possible 
from better housing. (p. 69) 

While this study was undertaken in three remote communities, the same pattern emerges in an 

urban context (Birdsall-Jones & Corunna 2008). Indigenous people are more likely to reside 

in poorer housing stock because of levels of income and dependency on residual housing (Fien 

et al. 2008; Long, Memmott & Seelig 2007; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016). Extended 

family obligation often renders these properties inadequate and unable to accommodate the 

cultural need for sociability rather than privacy. Health and hygiene suffer because of similar 

strains on the internal infrastructure (Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008; Long, Memmott & Seelig 

2007; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a). 

 Indigenous Young People, Crowding and Risk of Homelessness 

The above antecedents to crowding affect the risk of homelessness for Indigenous young 

people. They are more likely to be at risk of homelessness than non-Indigenous young people 
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(Chamberlain & Mackenzie 1998). According to Allwood and Rogers (2001), contributing 

factors include the probability that Aboriginal young people may have been living a transient 

lifestyle from early childhood. This may translate into generational transience, thus increasing 

the risk of homelessness. Acceptance of mobility and crowding that is culturally sanctioned 

may camouflage the extent of the problem of homelessness or risk of homelessness among 

Indigenous young people (Habibis et al. 2010; Keys Young Report 1998). Additional risk 

factors include sub-standard housing and crowding, peer influence and greater levels of 

disadvantage in the Aboriginal youth population in general (Allwood & Rogers 2001; Fien et 

al. 2008; Memmott Birdsall-Jones and Greenop 2012b). 

In a now-dated study on homelessness among Indigenous young people, crowding and 

escaping an unsafe or unstable home were recognised as two significant factors influencing 

homeless risk for Indigenous Australian young people (Keys & Young 1998). The antecedents 

to perceived crowding, such as mobility and itinerancy, kinship obligation, shared housing, 

inadequate housing, failure of social and cultural mores in moderating the effects of crowded 

households (Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012a; Memmott et al. 2011) all contribute 

to a heightened risk of homelessness, particularly for young people (Allwood & Rogers 2001). 

Spinney, Habibis and McNelis (2016) point out approximately four in 10 Indigenous people 

who are homeless are under the age of 18 and 97% of those were living in severely crowded 

dwellings. Indigenous young people may be at heightened risk of homelessness owing to 

learned mobility or itinerancy, since recourse to escape from a crowded circumstance can 

result in joining other itinerant young people as acquaintances on the road to another location 

that has no cultural or family ties and obligations. Families are well aware of the risks this 

poses for their young people but are often powerless to intervene (Birdsall-Jones & Corunna 

2008; Birdsall-Jones & Shaw 2008). Keys  Young (1998) describe a risk scenario where young 

people may leave home owing to family violence, drug and alcohol use and crowding (or a 

combination of all three). These young people spend increasingly extensive periods of time 

away from home, often spending a few nights at other locations, thus entering a pathway to 

homelessness. They may also be largely unsupervised and a transition to transience can occur, 

which may lead to drug use, crime and homeless enculturation (Johnson, Gronda & Coutts 

2008; Keys Young 1998). 

Crowding in Indigenous households and communities remains a significant challenge to social 

equality within Australia. The history of colonisation, dispossession and marginalisation of 
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Indigenous Australians has ensured continued disadvantage in housing adequacy (Memmott 

& Nash 2014; Spinney, Habibis & McNelis 2016). Insufficient affordable housing and 

inadequate housing, combined with cultural difference in social and family structure, have 

created significant risk of homelessness, particularly for Indigenous young people. This 

research acknowledges the dramatic discrepancy in crowding and risk of homelessness for 

Indigenous young people. However, a definition that utilises only a spatial definition of 

crowding underestimates and misrepresents crowding and subsequent risk of homelessness in 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous households alike (Memmott & Nash 2014). 

 Place and Indigenous Identity 

Foreshadowing the discussion in Chapter 3, Greenop (2009) has undertaken research in 

connecting place attachment and identity with the lived experience of Indigenous Australians 

(Greenop 2008, 2009; Greenop & Memmott 2007). Indigenous attachment to place in the form 

of land or country is well known (Greenop 2008). The ceremonies and celebrations undertaken 

in particular places serve to activate place, establish identity and promote hospitality and sense 

of belonging (Greenop 2008; Greenop & Memmott 2007). What is less well known is many 

of these heritage traditions have been adopted and adapted into urban localities to foster a 

sense of home, identity and belonging (Greenop 2009). Greenop (2009) maintains, in a 

discussion of the importance of place for Indigenous Australians with an extended history 

living in the Queensland suburb of Inala: 

What is important to stress is that for some Inala people these contemporary links to 
an urban place represent not a break from traditions, but a continuation, an evolution 
of place meaning, attachment and identity, in a traditional process of linking to place 
alongside affiliates from an Indigenous community, adding to, rather than depleting 
their Indigeneity. (p. 26) 

Without pursuing in great depth this argument, since Indigenous Australian crowding is not 

the focus of research to which the present thesis is devoted, it is possible to identify a parallel 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous crowding. This is not to minimise the differences, or 

the level of disadvantage already discussed above, but to highlight areas of similarity. Heritage 

traditions within place indicate a belonging to place, which is indicative of being bound to 

place securing identity and possibility. Urban contexts, according to Greenop (2008, 2009) 

can provide Indigenous Australians a significant sense of belonging and attachment to place. 

This sense of being bound to place can also be place of stepping off and stepping up, of 

openness and emergence. If the space of place can provide such boundedness with openness 
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and encourage development and emergence, the sense of belonging, identity and security are 

the foundations for possibility. Where crowding and adequacy of place compromise the 

balance between being bound and emergent, risk of rootlessness is increased, whether this be 

in Indigenous or non-Indigenous circumstances. This argument will be expanded in greater 

detail in the following chapter. 

2.13 Choice, Affordability and Crowding 

Families that expand through the arrival of new children or adults, such as aged parents, and 

find their accommodation insufficient for the demands will often sell and purchase a more 

appropriate property, extend the current one or rent (less common in Australia) a larger one 

(Clapham 2005b; Gabriel et al. 2005). Prerequisite for this housing choice is a substantial 

foothold in the housing market through home ownership, or at least a manageable mortgage, 

a regular and adequate income and affordability of the new property (Hulse et al. 2010). Those 

with limited resources (particularly financial) find their choices constrained and simply must 

‘make do’ with what is available. Parsell and Parsell (2012) suggest that choices for those with 

limited resources “is a process of negation mediated by the available options” (p. 421). Choice 

is understood as a deliberation over certain possibilities, concluding in a decision producing 

an outcome that at best is viewed as beneficial and at worst the lesser of two evils (Parsell & 

Parsell 2012). Agency of the individual or collective is understood to be able to affect the 

choice made leading to the outcome. This idealised conception of choice stands in contrast to 

choosing the least bad option owing to limited resources and lack of understanding of possible 

consequences (Parsell & Parsell 2012). 

Having to choose inadequate housing can influence wellbeing (Rowley et al. 2012), create 

housing stress (Campagna 2016), result in precarious living (Hulse & Saugeres 2008) and 

significantly affect quality of life (Clapham 2010; Prince 2014). Crowding can occur as a result 

of this resource limitation and have significant impact on the families’ well-being (Hulse & 

Saugeres 2008; Reynolds & Robinson 2005; Rowley et al. 2012). Various terms have been 

associated with the combination of lack of resources and cost of housing, most commonly 

housing affordability, affordable housing and housing stress (Gabriel et al. 2005; Rowley et 

al. 2012). For this study, it is necessary to define these terms since 12 of the 16 households 

interviewed occupied public housing and another two maintained lack of affordability was a 

limitation. 
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Gabriel et al. (2005) undertook an extensive review of affordable housing terms and literature 

to provide a definition and measurement tool within an Australian context. They identified a 

difference between affordable housing, housing affordability and housing stress. Affordable 

housing is a term used to describe what once was known as “‘public’, ‘social’ or ‘low cost’ 

housing” (Gabriel et al. 2005). However, since 2008, with the introduction of the National 

Affordable Housing Scheme by the Commonwealth Government, the term affordable housing 

has come to encompass a range of housing provisions, including the incentives for additional 

private housing stock and rental assistance. The definition of ‘affordable housing’ is now 

understood as ‘rental housing priced below market rents and earmarked for eligible low- to 

moderate- income households’ and ‘owner-occupied housing for eligible low- to moderate- 

income households that is provided under a subsidised loan or shared equity arrangement 

and/or is legally encumbered with covenants that impose an affordability requirement’ 

(Milligan et al. 2016, p. 2). Social and community housing is considered distinct from this 

definition. Regardless of the difference now implied by ‘affordable housing’, the development 

of this term signalled a move away from a collective social welfare responsibility to a 

connotation more reflective of individual responsibility (Gabriel et al. 2005; Hulse et al. 2015). 

It also aligned more easily with the policy agenda of governments (and the self-interest of 

private investors) to place more responsibility for housing on the private sector through such 

programs as Rent Assistance (RA) and First Home Buyer grants (Gabriel et al. 2005; Hulse et 

al. 2010, 2015; Milligan et al. 2016). In this context “the term ‘affordability’ denotes an 

individual’s capacity to exercise choice within the market place” (Gabriel et al. 2005, p. 6). 

Conversely, housing affordability refers to the balance required between the cost of housing 

for an individual or family, the income of the family and the additional necessary expenditure 

needed by the family to satisfy essential needs. Quoting MacLennan and Williams, Gabriel et 

al. define housing affordability as: 

concerned with securing some given standard of housing (or different standards) at 
a price or rent which does not impose, in the eyes of some third party (usually 
government), an unreasonable burden on household incomes. (2005, p. 6) 

When expenditure on housing exceeds the capacity of the household to meet other necessary 

expenditure, such as on food, clothing and utilities, the housing is deemed to be unaffordable. 

The percentage expression of this balance is described as the 30/40 rule, where if a household 

spends more than 30% on housing and income is within the lowest 40% of income distribution, 

the household is understood to be experiencing housing affordability challenges (Gabriel et al. 
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2005; Herath & Bentley 2017; O’Neill et al. 2008). An alternative measure of housing 

affordability is the ‘residual income approach’ where the residual income left after household 

needs are met is indicative of the affordability of adequate housing to needs (Stone, Burke & 

Ralston 2011). Regardless of the measure used, housing affordability challenges lead to 

housing stress. Low-income renters are overwhelmingly represented in this group (Herath & 

Bentley 2017; Parkinson 2010; Parkinson et al. 2018). Housing stress is experienced as failure 

to meet mortgage or rental payments intermittently, inability to meet normal living expenses, 

loss of security of tenure, overcrowding and inadequate facilities within the house, including 

health hardware (Campagna 2016; Gabriel et al. 2005). Housing stress is understood as more 

complex and subjective. The 30/40 rule is contested, since the percentages are adjusted by 

choice and necessity within a household depending on household composition, geographic 

location, individual needs and preferences and desired housing outcomes (Rowley et al. 2012). 

A residual measure may be of more relevance in measuring housing stress despite the 30/40 

rule still being accepted as a reasonable guide to housing affordability and subsequent stress 

when exceeded (O’Neill et al. 2008). 

However, occupation of affordable housing or public or social housing is no guarantee against 

housing stress. Groenhart and Burke (2014) have traced the decline of public housing from 

1981 to 2011. This decline, according to them, has resulted in a residualisation of housing to 

those with greatest need and least capacity. Reasons for this decline and residualisation include 

neoliberal policy implementation with more stringent criteria for housing allocation and 

individual responsibility, subsequent decline in government investment and renovation 

provision, changing social and geographic demography, particularly in cities, failure of the 

private rental market and restructured housing markets (Groenhart & Burke 2014; Parkinson 

et al. 2018). While Groenhart and Burke (2014) indicate a small percentage increase in three- 

and four-bedroom freestanding houses in outer metropolitan areas over this period, 

interviewees and caseworkers interviewed for this thesis indicated a severe shortage of 

adequate housing for larger families. This shortage was particularly pronounced for 

households requiring four or more bedrooms. Decreased Government commitment to 

renovation of older dwellings also contributes to the continued inadequacy of facilities and 

housing stress (Groenhart & Burke 2014; Rowley et al. 2012). Choice within the public and 

community housing sectors has become constrained due to the reduction in Government 

expenditure, and crowded households have little opportunity to move to a more adequate 
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dwelling because of limited choice and expensive rentals in the private sector (Parkinson et al. 

2018). 

Inadequacy of housing and housing stress, particularly in public sector rental housing and 

supported rental accommodation, lead to a circumstance described by Hulse & Saugeres. 

(2008) as ‘precarious living’. Identified elements in precarious living are observed as lack of 

privacy, of safety and of belonging (Hulse & Saugeres 2008). Adequate housing and well-

being have already been associated above. Rowley et al. (2012) indicate how crowding, among 

a number of other circumstances, can contribute to housing stress and an overall lack of well-

being, educational aspiration and attainment and detrimental health outcomes for households. 

Lack of choice through limited financial resources, no matter which method is used for 

measurement, contributes to a sense of loss of control of life’s circumstances (Hulse & 

Saugeres 2008) and contributes to a loss of identity and belonging. Precarious or insecure 

living is reflective of not being ‘at home’ (Hulse & Saugeres 2008) and contributes to a higher 

risk of homelessness. Within the context of being socially and spatially bound, open and 

emergent, lack of affordability and subsequent choice binds the household into a space and 

place that is potentially detrimental to being ‘at home’. Most of those who have adequate 

resources to exercise choice take such choices for granted when necessity arises. They have 

the resources and power to exercise choice in the process of continued balance between being 

bound into space and place while accommodating all the requirements for openness and 

emergence. These are the building blocks of safety, security, identity, attachment and 

belonging. An inability to maintain a balance between being too tightly constrained or bound 

and the openness and emergence built upon the appropriate level of boundedness creates the 

circumstances of substantial risk of precarious living and homelessness. 

2.14 Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed the two alternative definitions of crowding in the literature and has 

argued the stress-related definition of crowding provides for a richer and more nuanced 

understanding of residential crowding and impact for young people. It is the stress-related 

definition that is adopted for this research. Crowding pertinent to an Australian context has 

also been examined within the literature, particularly that of Indigenous Australian residential 

crowding. While maintaining culturally contingent hallmarks, unsanctioned crowding within 

Indigenous Australian households create difficulties for those households and, if sustained, 
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could lead to substantial risk of homelessness. The metaphorical and literal sense of being 

bound, open and emergent within the space and place of home remained pertinent within an 

Indigenous Australian context. 

Affordability was also examined in the context of housing choice. Capacity for choosing a 

larger house to mitigate the effects of crowding within a household was constrained by 

financial resources and appropriate housing availability. The consequences of this “process of 

negation mediated by available options” (Parsell & Parsell 2012) leads to a further sense of 

being bound within limited options. Physical limitation consequent from decisions made 

according to available options creates an imbalance between being bound, open and emergent. 

This imbalance within the space of place can create discordance in the social dimensions of 

the household and lead to imbalances within the individual, cultivating the ground for risk of 

homelessness. 

The context of this social and spatial relationship and associated risk of homelessness is 

examined in the next chapter. The following discussion expands the understanding of the 

connection between space and place. Maintaining a balance between being bound, open and 

emergent within the space of place is considered the necessary foundation for mitigation of 

risk of homelessness. Conversely, any imbalance may exacerbate such risk. The concepts of 

chaos, routine and ritual and stigma, which emerged from the interviews, are also examined. 

These concepts and definitions situate the study within the relevant literature and provide a 

context for the discussion of the interviews of crowded households in later chapters. 
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Chapter 3: Space, Place and Risk of Homelessness 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I explore in greater detail the context in which residential crowding occurs and 

from this develop my argument regarding the association between the spatial and the social in 

terms of being bound, open or emergent (Malpas 2012). For people living in crowded 

circumstances, the physical constraints imposed by crowding translate into social constraints 

which, I maintain, correspond to the terms bound, open and emergent. The context of 

residential crowding is the space of a place normally called home. Space and place are 

inseparably linked (Malpas 2012; Withers 2009). While space has, of recent times, been 

understood as pure extension, I argue, adopting Malpas’s position (2012), it is contingent upon 

containment creative of place. A space of place that creates a balance between being bound, 

open and emergent allows for the full appreciation of place and development of self within 

place. The space of place where the act of dwelling occurs creates the place of home. When 

the place of home provides the physical and social dimensions of boundedness, openness and 

emergence, risk of homelessness is mitigated. Boundedness can be viewed as confirming and 

foundational providing a solid base of identity and belonging. It can also be understood as 

restrictive and stress-inducing. The first affords social openness and emergence as a young 

person grows and develops. The second is limiting and restrictive, prompting reclusiveness or 

escape. This lack of congruence provides a continuum of risk of homelessness for those 

experiencing crowding. 

The meaning of home is also examined, particularly as a place for the development of 

attachment, identity and belonging. To create such foundational elements, the space of place 

needs to provide a balance between being bound, open and emergent. Failure to provide this 

balance creates risk of homelessness. Risk of homelessness is discussed, providing the context 

for a more complex understanding between home and risk of homelessness for young people 

within crowded dwellings. 

3.2 The Space of Place 

Undertaking an exploration of crowding within a socio-spatial context of residence necessarily 

requires an examination of space and its “epistemic dance partner” (Withers 2009, p. 638), 
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place. Space and place are key concepts in this exploration. Those who perceive themselves 

as compromised by (lack of) space also perceive the space of place to be compromised and 

compromising. Interviewees for this research reside in a place and the term ‘space’ is used 

regularly by them, mostly in the demand for more ‘space’ in their ‘place’. The everyday usage 

of space and place belies the depth of meaning and experience they convey. Following 

Heideggerian phenomenology, Casey (1998) claims: 

To be at all—to exist in any way—is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be 
in some kind of place. Place is as requisite as the air we breathe, the ground on which 
we stand, the bodies we have. We are surrounded by places. We walk over and 
through them. We live in places, relate to others in them, die in them. Nothing we do 
is unplaced. How could it be otherwise? (p. 7) 

Malpas (2018) is of a similar view, suggesting, 

the possibility of the appearance of things – of objects, of others, and of self – is 
possible only within the all-embracing compass of place. It is, indeed, only in and 
through place that the world presents itself – it is in place, and in relation to our own 
being-in-place, that the world begins. (p. 12) 

The practices and experiences of residential crowding occur in place. An understanding of 

space and its relation to place is fundamental to this research. 

Some commentators argue place is no longer relevant in a postmodern world and has been 

subsumed into space (Bauman 2000; Thrift 2006; Withers 2009). The world has become 

‘placeless’ as space-spanning technologies reduce the sense and need of place to irrelevance 

(Agnew 2011; Massey 1994; Seamon & Sowers 2008; Thrift 2006). ‘Placelessness’ (Relph 

1976) has been ascribed to the perfect storm of rapid global technological earth flattening 

(Friedman 2006; Massey 1985) and the non-identifiable structures that we regularly inhabit. 

These structures include, particularly in the Western world, mega shopping complexes, 

airports, corporate architecture (Cresswell 2004) and the vast landscape of urban housing 

conformity (Freestone 2010). Place is relegated to the past, a romantic absolute aligned with 

‘village’, ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ (Agnew 2011; Massey 1994). Space can be understood as 

parts of the present and future (Douloughan 2015; Massey 2005; Thrift 1983, 2006). Space 

can be reduced to geometric abstraction, such as volume, shape or direction, while place is 

viewed as local, material and meaningful (Gieryn 2000). Place has been understood as 

economically determined by the flow of capital, power and exploitation (Agnew & Duncan 

1989; Massey 1985; Soja 1980; Urry 1985), locations of social and socially constructed 
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interactions (Agnew & Duncan 1989), or more emotionally and psychologically, as a sense of 

place established by those living in that place (Agnew 2011; Agnew & Duncan 1989; Scannell 

& Gifford 2010). Malpas (2012) has suggested devaluation of place in relation to space 

indicates a lack of definitional clarity of these twin concepts. In an effort to make place 

relevant in the face of liquid modernity (Bauman 2000), borderless communication and 

population mobility (Amin 2004), some commentators have rendered place so contingent as 

to be almost unidentifiable (Malpas 2012). Both Massey (1995, 2005) and Amin (2004), 

according to Malpas, collapse place into space, making place a moment or: 

moments in such intersecting social relations, nets of which have over time been 
constructed, laid down, interacted with one another, decayed and renewed. Some of 
these relations will be, as it were, contained within the place; others will stretch 
beyond it, tying any particular locality into wider relations and processes in which 
other places are implicated too. (Massey 1994, p. 120) 

Place, according to Malpas (2012), is thus reduced to a contingency without borders, 

dependent on the intersections of social networks that flow, collect, move on but are never 

settled within the concrete context of place. 

My findings confirm there is a connection between the physical delineation of space, which 

constructs place, and the human experience, which both constructs place and is constructed by 

place (Clapham 2010; Jacobs & Malpas 2013; Malpas 2018; Prince 2014). This linking of 

human being and meaning-making within the place/space construct is reflected by Giddens 

(1985) in a time/space continuum. To remove place from immutability, Giddens (1985) prefers 

the term locale. He views locale as being that which provides the settings of interaction, which 

then, in turn, specify the contextuality (author emphasis): 

These locales are both the features of the natural world and human artefacts. But a 
locale is much more than this since they are regionalised. Thus a room in a house is 
part of a house is part of a dwelling is part of a home, locality, neighbourhood, 
town/city national, political, economic and global system … [Context] connects the 
most intimate and detailed components of interaction to much broader properties of 
the institutionalisation of social life. (Giddens 1985, pp. 271–272) 

While Giddens connects the local place with the global space in attempting to overcome 

space/place differentiation, Malpas (2012) argues the problem encountered in differentiating 

space and place is to be found between literal and metaphorical meanings. Literal use does not 

exclude the metaphorical, nor the metaphorical exclude the literal. The way space and place 

are used in the English language suggests: 
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a set of concepts closely bound together—concepts that weave in and out of one 
another as different senses become more important at one time than at another and 
as the relations between the senses shift. (Malpas 2012, p. 233) 

Viewed in this light, the contiguous nature of space and place, and indeed time, is revealed. 

The concepts that best reveal this contiguity are ‘boundedness, openness and emergence’ 

(Malpas 2012, p. 233). I argue when boundedness, openness and emergence used 

metaphorically and literally are compromised at the expense of one to the other, risk of 

homelessness can be the result. A more detailed examination of Malpas’s argument is 

therefore necessary. 

In the philosophical history of space and place, Malpas (2012) suggests the Einsteinian 

concept of space as pure extension without boundedness has triumphed in the modern world. 

Tracing the Greek usage of three words chora (χορα, space), topos (τοπος, place) and kenon 

(κενον, vacuum or void), it is κενον which has triumphed (Malpas 2012). However, in Greek 

philosophy these words were used sometimes interchangeably (Algra 1995). Χορα could be a 

place passed through, while τοπος could be a space occupied. Κενον, as void or vacuum, did 

not necessarily mean unlimited extension but rather emptiness limited by boundary (Algra 

1995). None were exclusive of the other but maintained an essence of each. Κενον, which 

came to mean infinite extension, eventually dominates modern thinking according to Malpas 

(2012). The loss of boundedness as the corelative of extension fails therefore to acknowledge 

“enclosing around is also making room for (author’s emphasis) and, similarly, making room 

for is also enclosing around” (Malpas 2012, p. 234). Space as pure extension without boundary 

reflects the triumph of the physical sciences over the metaphorical. Space is viewed as literal 

infinite extension and not associated with the boundedness of place. Malpas refers to this as 

the “spatialization of place – which can now be seen as the assertion of unbounded over 

bounded openness” (2012, p. 234). I have graphically illustrated this in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1: Place as Immutable and Space as Pure Extension. 

For emergence or extension to occur, a process associated with time (Giddens 1985; Malpas 

2012; Soja 1985), there necessarily needs to be a boundary that allows porosity but not 

captivity. For place to be relational, this location or person/group related to another location 

or person/group, a boundary must necessarily exist to distinguish one from the other. Space 

and place, therefore, are conceptually united, metaphorically and literally encapsulating 

boundedness, openness and emergence as I have illustrated in Figure 3.2.  
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Figure 3.2: Place and Space Showing Movement in Time from Boundedness to 

Emergence. 

The relationship between space and place is particularly relevant for this study. If provision of 

a different the space of place affords an emergence into new places and spaces, the 

boundedness of the place has offered possibility and opportunity. Possibility and opportunity 

are afforded by the boundedness of place providing safety and security while allowing for the 

risk of emergence into an alternative bounded openness Dwelling in affords passage through. 

Possibility and opportunity are afforded by the boundedness of place providing safety and 

security while allowing for the risk of emergence into an alternative bounded openness. 

Conversely, the boundedness of place without emergent space encouraging immutability may 

speak of confinement and curtailment creating frustration and dissatisfaction and desire for 

escape. Such emergence from boundaries that imprison, rather than liberate, can be filled with 

risk and result in a ‘placelessness’ reflected in homelessness. Examples such as Ben’s story 

provided in the Prologue speak to the danger of being too tightly bound in place resulting in 

suffocation and alienation. Provision of different space of place can reverse this alienation and 

provide new opportunities for emergence socially and spatially over time. It is to the meaning 

of place in relation to particular places and spaces I now turn my attention. 
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3.3 In Place 

The claim that place can no longer be understood as “coherent, bounded and settled” (Massey 

1994, p. 54), which renders place as space with no boundaries (Amin 2004; Massey 1994, 

2005), is challenged by Malpas’s insistence on the contiguous nature of space and place. As 

Gieryn (2000) maintains, “in spite of the jet, the net and the fast-food outlet, place persist as a 

constituent element of social life and historical change” (p. 463). The people interviewed for 

this research were not the fortunate ones who could afford, either through work or leisure, the 

possibilities of international travel. Those living in metropolitan Melbourne and often in the 

demographically disadvantaged areas to the west would rarely, if ever, cross the West/East 

divide demarcated by the Maribyrnong River and the West Gate Bridge. They would not have 

been able to argue, as accurate as it might be, their place was foresworn by the unequal 

distribution of capital and labour (Agnew 1987; Amin 2004; Cresswell 1996). They were not 

the lucky ones placeless by choice but were deeply embedded into ‘their place’ for better or 

for worse. Their place is identified by a structure and social construction, a physical location 

as much as a social interpretation. For those rooted in place, the physical informs the social 

and the social informs the physical (Easthope 2004; Gieryn 2000, 2002; Miller 2010). Lest we 

drift back into the immutability of place, to the exclusion of boundedness, openness and 

emergence, an examination of ‘place’ and its relationship to housing and identity is necessary. 

Despite Malpas’s misgivings regarding the elevation of space over place, the interest in place 

and place studies, which gave rise to these misgivings, occurred with the development of 

‘humanist geographies’ (Adams, Hoelscher & Till 2001; Beidler & Morrison 2016; Easthope 

2004). This led to what is often called the ‘spatial turn’ (Casey 2001; Gieryn 2000; Massey 

1994; Thrift 2006; Urry 2004) in the social sciences. Celebrated humanist geographers, taking 

their orientation from the phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger, sought to reinvigorate 

the understanding of place, making it the ‘ground of our being’ (Casey 2001, 1998; Malpas 

2018; Tuan 1991) while also seeing it as constructed by and constantly reinterpreted by the 

social and cultural (Adams, Hoelscher & Till 2001; Casey 2001; Massey 1994). Beidler and 

Morrison (2016), in a broad-brush review of the literature of place, categorise the writings in 

two eras and four dimensions. The first era (1976–1999) was dominated by interpretative 

discussion and the second (2000–2011) by empirical study. The four dimensions that 

complement the theorising of place are the self, the environment, social interaction and time 

(Beidler & Morrison 2016). 
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The first dimension of self, understood in relation to place, maintains a close connection 

between being ‘at home’ in place and attachment to place (Trigg 2017; Tuan 1991). Being at 

home in place is viewed as the ground and identity of being (Casey 2001, 1993; Cresswell 

2004; Seamon & Buttimer 1980). Home need not be necessarily a physical structure but 

represents a sense of being ‘at home’. For Tuan (1991), that place of home ultimately is the 

world. However, home can also be the macrocosm reflected in the microcosm of my home, 

providing identity and identifier (O’Connor 2018). For the self in place at home, one can 

experience security, attachment and belonging (Casey 2001; Giddens 1991; O’Connor 2018). 

A self out of place or ‘placeless’ (Relph 1976) can experience alienation and dislocation 

(Manzo 2003; McCarthy 2018). 

The second dimension of environment would appear self-evident in constituting part of a 

definition of place. However, environment is a much broader term than place. In 

environmental psychology, place is considered contributive rather than definitive (Meesters 

2009). Place in the environment can be objective and subjective. The physical dimensions of 

the environment can be constitutive of identity. The cultural and social are determined by the 

physical location and its properties and are determinative of the physical (Adams, Hoelscher 

& Till 2001; Beidler & Morrison 2016; Easthope 2004; Gieryn 2000, 2002; Miller 2010). As 

Beidler and Morrison (2016) suggest, “the physical environment is interpreted as a primary 

influence on the development of sense of place, but again this influence is interlaced with an 

additional dimension namely, social experience” (p. 208). 

Beidler and Morrison (2016) indicate some writings give precedence to the third dimension, 

namely the social experience over the physicality of place. Attachment to place, security and 

belonging are fostered by the social interactions that occur in a place (Buttimer 1980; 

Proshansky, Fabian & Kaminoff 1983). The daily routines and rhythms that occur in a place 

confirm a sense of belonging, security and attachment and can foster a sense of being at home 

(O’Connor 2018). The social practices and rituals undertaken in a place are confirming of 

being attached to place through the social. Belonging and attachment can be understood as 

rootedness in the social fabric of location. (Cuba & Hummon 1993; Easthope et al. 2015). 

Space and place are bound, yet open and emergent to change and possibility. To unhitch the 

social from the physical, or the physical from the social, eventually ends with the 

unboundedness of infinite space where all is contingent. Taking a transactional approach, as 
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this research does, is inclusive of all the elements of the system, in this case the social, the 

environmental and the temporal context of the place and space of home. 

The final dimension of time plays a significant role in the theorising of place (Easthope 2004; 

Malpas 2012, 2018; Perkins & Thorns 2006; Riceour 1984). Time spent in a place and time 

spent socially and culturally within place are determinative of what place can come to mean 

and of the fostering of attachment to a place. Duration of time associated with the routine and 

rituals of life can confer on place a ‘rootedness’ in place (Tuan, 1974). This rootedness may 

have a taken-for-granted quality and requires little reflexive consideration. In housing, a sense 

of belonging and identity with place can be determined by the duration of time spent or the 

temporally affective routines and rituals practiced in that place (O’Connor 2018). Lineal and 

cyclical time (Carr 1986; Thapar 2002) each play a part in the formation of narratives of time 

and place (Moran, C 2015; Riceour 1984). Duration can also mean an embedding of pathology 

if the experience of place over time is negative (Manzo 2003, 2005; McCarthy 2018). 

3.4 Crowding and Place 

Crowding can be experienced in indeterminate secondary places and situations (Stokols 1976). 

However, in the research undertaken for this thesis, crowding occurs in the primary location 

of the dwelling or home. The four dimensions of place (self, environment, social experience 

and time) described in the previous section are captured in the experience and practices of 

crowding in the home. These dimensions of self, environment, the social and temporal are 

reflective of the practices and experiences described in the later chapters. These dimensions 

of place cannot be mutually exclusive but constitute ‘place’ in totality. The self, with its need 

for sense of belonging, security and safety, gravitates towards the place most deeply embedded 

psychologically, the home (Easthope 2004; Mallett 2004; O’Connor 2018). Identity and future 

possibility are built on the ontological security the place of home provides (Beck & 

Gernsheim-Beck 2002; Dupuis & Thorns 1998; Farrugia 2016a; Giddens 1991; Hiscock et al. 

2001; McLoughlin 2013). The environment of home is defined by spatial delineation within 

and without its walls. The environment is internal and external, localised and globalised. The 

environment can be the structure and artefacts of house and home (Jacobs & Malpas 2013; 

King 2008; Miller 2010), as well as the immediate surrounds, neighbourhood, community, 

city and beyond (Giddens 1985; Urry 1985, 2004). The environment of place is not static but 
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is affected by the social and the social by the physical (Casey 2001; Malpas 2018; Massey 

1994). 

The social is characterised by those within the dwelling and the interactions that occur between 

them and the physical and social environment. The social is also external to the dwelling. 

Expectations, hopes, anticipations and identities within the local and global milieu are all part 

of the place of home (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Farrugia 2014; Massey 1994; O’Connor 2018; 

Sixsmith 1986; Somerville 1997). Cultural expectations, economic limitations and political 

contexts all form part of the social and physical environment of the place of dwelling. Time 

remains the ever-present backdrop to social experience within place (Cheng 2017; Gallagher, 

Martínez & Gastelum 2017; Thrift 1983; Urry 1985). Historical memory, present action and 

future possibility are the lived experience of place in time. Duration, repetition and memory 

(Crystal 2002; Thapar 2002) are parts of the experience and practices of place, although by no 

means the complete summary (Crystal 2002). Within these four dimensions of place within 

residence are situated the experiences and practices of crowding as detailed in the following 

chapters. Whether crowding presents a risk of homelessness is to be discovered within the 

experiences and practices of crowding in the place of home. Attachment to place in general, 

and home as a particular representation of place, provides an important clue to risk of 

homelessness. 

3.5 Place, Attachment and Identity 

I maintain crowding and the impact it has on risk of homelessness should be examined within 

a stress-based definition. Antecedents, including social, physical and personal circumstances, 

influence a perception of crowding. This represents the socio-spatial context of crowding. 

Space and place are linked, not by an attempt at literal definition, but metaphorically by the 

social and spatial concepts of boundedness, openness and emergence or extension. In this 

section, I now link the space and place of crowding with the concept of place attachment. The 

intention is to provide a bridge between the objective and subjective, house and home, 

household and dwelling. As Easthope argues: 

An examination of “place” in housing studies can help housing researchers to gain 
insight into the relationship between places and people’s identities and psychological 
well-being; the dynamics of conflicts surrounding home-places; and the political-
economy of home places. (2004, p. 128) 
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This approach remains consistent with the socio-spatial context of residence, acknowledging 

the local situated within the global (Giddens 1985; Gieryn 2000; Kemeny 1992) 

Place attachment has been defined as “affective bonds to places across multiple geographic 

scales, with a variety of temporal qualities and social actors and processes contributing to the 

bonds” (Brown, BB et al. 2012, p. 183). Place identity has been defined as “clusters of positive 

and negative cognitions or beliefs about a wide variety of places that help define self-identity” 

(Brown, BB et al. 2012, p. 183) Associated concepts include place dependence, satisfaction 

with place and sense of place (Brown, BB et al. 2012). Place attachment has often been linked 

with residence (Lewicka 2011) and the symbolic understanding of home (O’Connor 2018; 

Mallett 2004; Tuan 1982, 1991). Home does not necessarily reflect a localised dwelling but 

can refer to being at home within the local and the global (Easthope 2004; O’Connor 2018; 

Seamon & Buttimer 1980; Tuan 1982). Place attachment and identity have most often been 

linked with positive affiliation, particularly with what Tuan termed topophilia (1974). In more 

recent times, questions have been raised as to whether time spent in place, something 

considered prerequisite to attachment (Altman & Setha 1992; Lewicka 2011; Proshansky, 

Fabian & Kaminoff 1983), may not also create a sense of alienation or topophobia (Brown, 

BB et al. 2012; Chapman & Hockey 1999; Manzo 2003; McCarthy 2018; Trigg 2017). Giulani 

and Feldmant (1993) questioned the definition of place attachment. The challenge regarding 

place attachment definitions related to content, valence (positive or negative) and specificity 

of the bond established (Giuliani & Feldmant 1993). By contrast, Proshansky, Fabian and 

Kaminoff have little hesitation in suggesting the widest possible scope in which to analyse 

place attachment and associated identity: 

it is best thought of as a potpourri of memories, conceptions, interpretations, ideas, 
and related feelings about specific physical settings as well as types of settings. The 
substantive and structural properties of place-identity—what cognitions it consists 
of and how they are related—undoubtedly vary with the sex, age, social class, 
personality and other social descriptors of the individual. (1983, p. 60) 

Many commentators, when discussing place, place attachment and place identity, return to the 

phenomenology of Heidegger (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Casey 2001; Easthope 2004; Malpas 

2000, 2006; Oakes 1997). Heidegger, according to Casey (2001), has attempted to bridge the 

gap between objective place and the experience of place of those who dwell. Easthope (2004) 

sees in ‘place’ the opportunity, regarding housing studies, to overcome the divide between the 

Cartesian separation of mind and body, offering an opportunity to discuss how the mind 
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understands the interaction with the external world through the body. Malpas argues that “all 

of Heidegger’s thought can be construed as an attempt to articulate this place of being” (2006, 

p. 306). Casey claims it is no longer possible to maintain a dichotomy between the physical 

place and sense of self. “Personal identity is no longer a matter of sheer self-consciousness but 

now involves intrinsically an awareness of one’s place – specifically a geographical 

awareness” (Casey 2001, p. 406). 

Casey goes further in arguing Heidegger saw a “thickness of place” (2001, p. 407) in being 

deeply embedded in an almost unselfconscious manner between the self, the things in place 

and the place. This thickness of place translates into a sense of being and belonging. The 

craftsman with his work, tools and workshop working in unselfconscious unity was 

representative for Heidegger of being and belonging (Being and Time). Conversely, “thinness 

of place” (Casey 2001, p. 406), referent to the homogenised landscape of electronic spaces 

and non-identifiable localities, leads to a sense of lack of fulfilment, alienation and 

‘placelessness’ (Trigg 2017). To explain how the relational depth of self and place is 

constructed, Casey makes reference to Bourdieu’s theory of habitus that seeks to explain the 

“dialectic of the internalization of externality and the externalization of internality” (Bourdieu 

1977, p. 72). Casey adopts habitus to reflect the between nature of self and place and the 

connection between the psychical and the physical. “The self is constituted by a core of 

habitudes that incorporate and continue, at both the psychical and physical levels, what one 

has experienced in particular places” (Casey 2001, p. 409). 

Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff (1983) also understand self-identity and place identity as 

linked by the repetitions and cognitions of social and individual activity within place. They 

explain place identity as: 

broadly conceived, cognitions about the physical world in which the individual lives. 
These cognitions represent memories, ideals, feelings, attitudes, values, preferences, 
meanings, and conceptions of behaviour and experience which relate to the variety 
and complexity of physical settings that define the day-to-day existence of every 
human being. At the core of such physical environment-related cognitions is the 
“environmental past” of the person; a past consisting of places, spaces and their 
properties which have served instrumentally in the satisfaction of the person’s 
biological, psychological, social, and cultural needs (p. 59). 

For Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff (1983), self-identity is developed by the social 

interactions a person experiences over time. These interactions are connected inextricably with 

the environmental experiences that begin from the moment of birth. Social and environmental 
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relationships contribute to the experience of self and place identity. Twigger-Ross and Uzzell 

(1996) have argued Proshansky, Fabian and Kaminoff (1983) fail to provide any processes 

that guide the development of place identity. The lack of process subjugates place identity to 

a subset of self-identity. However, as O Jones (2007) suggests, the emotional meaning that is 

made of the interaction between the self and the environment, the social and physical, 

represents an incredibly complex interplay of emotions, memories, self and environment and 

cannot be easily systematised. 

Place, place identity and self-identity are woven together, affecting the aspirations, 

opportunities and futures of young people (Prince 2014). Disadvantages experienced by young 

people in regional areas are affected by place (Farrugia 2013; Farrugia, Smyth & Harrison 

2014; Prince 2014), which in turn affects and is affected by the aspiration and hopes of rural 

youth (Farrugia 2013). Lack of attention to spatial difference has led many in youth studies to 

a homogenisation of youth identities, elevating the urban (inner) over the rural (outer; Farrugia 

2014). Prince (2014) argues for recognition of place and self being linked. Place can have 

positive or adverse effects on young people’s hopes and aspirations: 

The inclusion of place in identity development processes arises from the recognition 
that physical environments are not inert backdrops against which social life unfolds, 
but rather it is in the transactions between people and their everyday socio-physical 
environments that identity is created. (Prince 2014, p. 698) 

I next examine what is described as the most intimate of places to which we feel attached and 

from which much of our identity has it source, the home (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Buttimer & 

Seamon 2015; Easthope 2004; Mallett 2004; Moore 2000; O’Connor 2018; Tuan 1991). 

Compromise of the experience of home through crowding provides an incongruence between 

being bound, open and emergent. Such compromise affects attachment and identity and can 

lead to exacerbation of risk of homelessness. 

3.6 Home, Homelessness and Crowding 

Perception of crowding is occasioned by antecedents, which include social, environmental and 

personal factors. While the social and spatial forces affecting residence can be encountered in 

a single room, it can also be affected by global, political and cultural influences (Giddens 

1985; Soja 1980, 1985). Place and space are inclusive of the local and global. Place and space, 

conceptualised metaphorically (Malpas 2012), are inextricably linked and are representative 

of boundedness, openness and emergence. Boundedness, openness and emergence are the 
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balance points of spatial integrity. If place encourages such integrity, place attachment and 

place identity function to provide a balance in the individual between being bound and being 

open, allowing for emergence inclusive of risk but not without foundation. The most intimate 

place where being bound allows for openness and emergence to collude is the home (Buttimer 

1980; Easthope 2004; O’Connor 2018; Tuan 1991). The socio-spatial experiences of crowding 

examined for this research were conducted, in all cases except two, within the homes of the 

interviewees. Many interviewees referenced home as important in these experiences and 

practices of crowding, some acknowledging a transition between ‘home’ and ‘house’, 

depending on circumstances. An appreciation of the meaning of home as that most intimate of 

places where identity is developed is necessary to understand the connection between the 

metaphorical sense of being bound, open and emergent, and physical space of place. In this 

way, a more complex picture of crowding as a risk to homelessness emerges within the social, 

spatial and temporal experiences of being bound, open and emergent. 

3.7 House and Home 

The real estate industry has been responsible in many ways for conflating the terms house and 

home (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Chapman & Hockey 1999; Hollander 1991). Marketing of 

‘house’ has none of the connotations buying or renting a home suggests. The real estate 

industry has understood the symbolism of the word home, at least on the superficial level of 

the consumptive realisation of dreams, and utilised this to market houses (Chapman & Hockey 

1999; Hollander 1991; Mallett 2004). A distinction should be made between dwelling, house 

and home “since the notion of dwelling does not assume the physical unit of a house defines 

the experience of home” (Lawrence 1995, p. 56). King (2017) has chosen to use the term 

‘house’ and ‘housing’ since he believes ‘home’ has become devalued and lost its meaning. 

‘Home’ has its etymology in many languages, including Greek (nostos, oikos), Latin (villa), 

the Germanic tongues, which predominate across Europe (heim, haus, heimat), and possibly 

Indo-European (weik) languages (Hollander 1991). These terms provide greater depth of 

meaning to the English ‘home’, including villa hearth, centre, homeland, sexual bed and 

family. Hollander (1991) indicates the meaning of ‘home’ depends on what one is referring 

to, since home can also be a legal domain, a place of domination (from the Latin domos) or a 

homecoming. The employment of the term ‘home’ in this research will remain consistent, 

recognising home reflects the physical structure together with the social, emotional and 

relational symbolism that inform the construction of the meaning of home. ‘House’, when 
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used by interviewees, reflects an emotional divide and lack of engagement between the social 

experiences and the physical properties of the dwelling. Dwelling will be used to describe the 

physical construct of the home. 

3.8 Home and Crowding—The Loss of Place and the Place of Loss 

‘Home’ and its multiple meanings have been discussed from many angles and within many 

disciplines over the past 40 years (Easthope 2004; Mallett 2004; Moore 2000; O’Connor 2018; 

O’Mahony 2012). Phenomenology (Buttimer 1980; Casey 1997, 2001; Jacobson 2012; Tuan 

1991), feminism (Ahrentzen 1992; Blunt & Dowling 2006; Manzo 2003), anthropology 

(Eliade 1959; Porteous & Smith 2001), environmental psychology (Brown, BB, Werner & 

Altman 2006; Meesters 2009), cultural studies (Blunt & Dowling 2006; O’Connor 2018), 

sociology (Dovey 1985; Saunders 1990; Somerville 1997, 1992), geography (Massey 1994; 

Perkins & Thorns 2006) and architecture (Rapoport 1995; Taylor, CL 1983) have all 

contributed. O’Connor describes home as the “principal centre of meaning in our lives” (2018, 

p. 2). 

Perhaps no one person has had a greater impact in modern philosophy on the meaning of home 

than Martin Heidegger. Any discussion of home and its multitude of meanings establishes its 

grounding in the phenomenology of Heidegger and his discussion of ‘being’ or ‘dwelling’ 

(Jacobson 2012; King 2008; Mallet 2004; Mee & Vaughan 2012; Meesters 2009; Moore 2000; 

O’Mahony 2012). Heidegger understands dwelling as an essential way of being in the world. 

Dilnot (1992) argues, in his commentary on Heidegger’s essay ‘Building, Dwelling Thinking’: 

the revolution enacted in Heidegger’s text, a revolution whose force or potential 
cannot be denied, is simply this: in this essay Heidegger, in thinking in what way 
being stands to Being, thinks being through the concept of dwelling – and thus arrives 
at the argument that dwelling (or wohnen, “to dwell in”, “to in-habit”) is “the 
fundamental being-structure of Dasein,” the privileged mode of access to being. 
(1992, p. 192) 

According to Blunt and Dowling (2006), Heidegger “makes an ontological argument, whereby 

dwelling is the basic character of Being, in keeping with which mortals exist. For Heidegger, 

dwelling, as a mode of being in the world, is not only produced by, but also precedes building: 

‘Only if we are capable of dwelling, only then can we build’” (p. 4). 

Critics of this position suggest, even though unintended, the connection between dwelling and 

constructing serves to reinforce the sense place is concrete and localised in the built 
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environment (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Massey 1994; O’Connor 2018). Feminist critique 

argues Heidegger’s connection between dwelling and building is a highly masculinised 

picture. It depends upon a world of construction, largely in the hands of men, while the 

domestic routine of care and nurture is granted to women (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Gurney 

1997; Manzo 2005). 

Describing the bound space of place and dwelling, home is understood as a warm, ideal refuge 

providing a sense of security and safety amid the storms of life (Dupuis & Thorns 1998; 

Easthope 2004; King 2008; Mee & Vaughan 2012; O’Connor 2018; Perkins & Thorns 2006; 

Sopher 1979; Tuan 1991). These symbolic attributes describe an ontological sense of home, 

inferring all people desire a place of welcome, comfort and warmth, traceable back to the 

womb (Jacobson 2012; Marc 1972; Mee & Vaughan 2012). Bachelard (1994), in his Poetics 

of Space describes home “as a permanent structure which allows us to put down roots in our 

own ‘corner of the world’ and satisfy essential human needs for intimacy and solitude” (p. 4). 

Critics of this idealised view of home suggest many authors work within the bounds of their 

own socially constructed perceptions of home (Mallett et al. 2004; Manzo 2003; Moran, J 

2006). J Moran (2006) argues Bachelard’s idealised description of home ignores the reality of 

dilapidated and inadequate housing and relies more on the management of habit and memory 

from within a privileged position of wealth and power. 

The term home, according to Benjamin and Stea (1995), is ambiguous. Home is “essentially 

dialectic in nature” being at once both concrete and abstract; is a symbol and to a certain extent 

defies “rational deconstruction”; there is a certain Euro-American ethnocentricity taken-for-

grantedness by researchers; there may not be the equivalent in other cultures and the term itself 

has a “long history” that goes back beyond the birth of Christ and thus has had a “great deal 

of time to evolve and develop” (Benjamin & Stea 1995, pp. 2–3). The charge of the 

ethnocentricity of the symbolism of home is dismissed by O’Connor (2018), who 

demonstrates similar meanings, habits and practices of home exist across all cultures. This is 

despite the fact the physical representation of home varies considerably. 

Després (1991) perceives definitions of home fitting into 10 categories. These include home 

as providing a sense of security and control; being a reflection of ideas and values, providing 

permanence and continuity; incorporating relationship with family and friends; a centre of 

activities; refuge; indicator of status, material structure; and place to own demarcating personal 

territory (p. 29). Rapoport (1995) is critical of these definers and argues the word ‘house’ can 
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be substituted for home without any variation to the meaning. Benjamin and Stea’s (1995) 

critique of Rapoport maintains home is such a pervasive term that it needs to be included in 

any analysis of the differences of meaning between house and home. Further: 

All types of study have revealed the same recurrent meanings of home as the centre 
of family life; a place of retreat; safety and relaxation, freedom and independence; 
self-expression and social status; continuity and permanence; financial asset; and a 
support for work and leisure activities. (Somerville 1997, p. 228) 

Home, according to Lawrence (1995), can be interpreted in relation to three dimensions, 

namely, the spatial and temporal (geographic and architectural), social (sociological, 

anthropological and political) and experiential (psychological and ecological). O’Connor 

(2018), preferring not to systematise, sees home not as a “fixed social structure with a singular 

essence” (p. 6) but something that is dynamic and malleable, being able to be lost and 

recovered over time and context. He understands home as: 

“offering a set of social potentials” which “include a deep sense of belonging, 
ontological security, a shared identity, intimate social bonds, the infusion of the 
world with meaning, the grounding of individual and collective purpose, a refuge 
from the oppressions of the wider society, and a capacity for collective action outside 
the structures of the state”. (O’Connor 2018, p. 7). 

This does not preclude the possibility that home “may also be experienced as restrictive, 

narrow, monotonous and even oppressive” (O’Connor 2018, p. 7). 

3.9 Home as Identity 

Whether the experience of home is perceived as negative or positive has implications for 

possible risk of homelessness for young people from crowding. Home as identity is considered 

a significant psycho-social marker in the meaning that home provides for those within the 

dwelling (Benjamin & Stea 1995; Blunt & Dowling 2006; Casey 2001; Chapman & Hockey 

1999; Després 1991; Easthope 2004; Mallet 2004; Moore 2000; Wright 1993). Cooper 

Marcus, in an extensive study on home through a Jungian lens, suggests home provides a deep 

connection between place and identity, whether this be positive or negative (1992, 2006). This 

identity is not reliant on socio-economic status or ownership, since her research found a sense 

of identity could be traced across all levels of the social and cultural fabric. 

While there is an argument that too great an emphasis in the study of place has been laid on 

the physical structure of the dwelling linking it to home (Manzo 2003; Dixon & Durrheim 
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2000), it is undeniable that a greater proportion of our early development in the Western world 

occurs within a physical structure. O’Connor (2018) cites numerous examples of other cultures 

that associate home and place with a dwelling. The importance of place in the development of 

future aspiration and potential is not to be underestimated (Farrugia 2013; Prince 2014). Place 

is characterised by the physical properties of the location and the dynamics of economic, social 

and cultural influences (Prince 2014). The place of home can be a promoter or inhibitor of 

possibility (Manzo 2003; Olivier 2017), and it may promote a context of being inside or 

outside, placed or placeless (Farrugia 2016; Manzo 2005; Olivier 2017; Trigg 2017). A 

struggle within place conditioned by physical impoverishment, inadequate facilities and social 

inequalities contradicts the very sense of being ‘in place’ (Olivier 2017). Adequate housing, 

well-being and happiness should be more closely connected in housing studies (Clapham 

2010). The role adequate housing plays in well-being and happiness should not be 

underestimated, according to Clapham (2010). The ability to maintain personal control and 

develop an identity and attachment are part of the adequacy of the place of home (Clapham 

2010). Home as ‘haven’ has a powerful effect on encouraging a positive association between 

home and identity since the connotations of the haven provide for safety, security and nurture 

(Farrugia 2016). For O’Mahony (2012): 

the idea that a person’s home is significant for their identity is rooted in the 
philosophical foundations of dwelling, space, and sense of place…, which identified 
the human need to be oriented in the world and the role of identification with a 
particular dwelling in achieving this orientation. The synthesis of home and identity 
is forged through the experience of living/dwelling in a particular place over a certain 
period of time. (p. 235) 

Common routines and rituals in localised social settings are the practices and experiences that 

constitute home and provide identity to the group and individual (O’Connor 2018). 

3.10 Ontological Security 

Ontological security is described as “a sense of confidence and trust in the world as it appears 

to be. It is a security of being” (Dupuis & Thorns 1998, p. 27). The depth of experience of the 

place of home has been referred to as ontological security (Dupuis 2012; Dupuis & Thorns 

1998; Easthope 2004; Mallett 2004; Saunders & Williams 1988; Somerville 1992). Using the 

attributes of home that are symbolic or expressive (Jacobs & Malpas 2013), ontological 

security reflects a constancy of life, routinisation, control and security (Dupuis & Thorns 

1998). Ontological security is established in the reliability of the rhythms over everyday life 
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(Giddens 1991), which serve as the grounding of identity and sense of belonging (Hiscock et 

al. 2001; Padgett 2007) 

For those who experience the place of home as negative and alienating, the opposite of 

ontological security, the identity of ‘outsider’ may provide a dialectic to insider (Manzo 2003). 

“Existential insideness occurs when a place is so intimately experienced that it is without 

deliberate or self-conscious reflection (Relph 1976). ‘The experiential opposite of that is 

existential outsideness, or the experience of separation from place’ (Seamon, 1981)” (Manzo 

2003, p. 52). The place of home can provide a physical context for examination of a connection 

between home space and a person’s “process of identity development” (Graham, Gosling & 

Travis 2015, p. 348) especially for young people. The inside/outside, bound/open/emergent 

theme is reflected in the concept of private/public (Farrugia 2016). Home is the context for the 

development of self and identity. The private is restorative and constitutive of self (Korpela & 

Hartig 1996). The public sphere is the place of work, public presentation, commerce and trade 

(Goffman 1971). The private sphere is the enabler of the public persona since it provides for 

the development of morality, authenticity and identity (Farrugia 2016). Without the 

developmental context of the private sphere, the performance within the public sphere is 

inauthentic and hollow and produces alienation and dissonance, the homeless modern person 

(Bauman 2000; Farrugia 2016; Giddens 1991; Somerville 1997). Thus, the place of home, 

which allows for being bound within a secure and safe environment, provides the foundation 

for the ability to be open to the world and emergent into it while maintaining a foundational 

sense of belonging. Alternatively, being bound without openness and emergence as 

possibilities creates alienation and a sense of home-less-ness, unheimlich (McCarthy 2018) or 

Heimatlosikeit (Colonnello 1999). 

In attempting to construct a process for assessing place identity, Twigger-Ross and Uzzell 

(1996) suggest four variants indicative of the development of place identity. These four 

variants are distinctiveness, continuity, self-esteem and self-efficacy. A tripartite model of 

place attachment involving people, place and process has been suggested as a means of place 

attachment and identity (Scannell & Gifford 2010). Confounding elements could compromise 

the development of identity linked to the place of home (Twigger-Ross & Uzzell 1996). 

Constant relocation in housing, unsuitable housing or lack of capacity for the development of 

the self, such as the inability to exercise a chosen level of privacy or to socialise with friends 

and family appropriately, or having a diminished sense of capacity to carry out a chosen 
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activity, could all lead to a devaluation of these elements of feeling ‘at home’ (Twigger-Ross 

& Uzzell 1996). Ontological security may be compromised in these diminished circumstances. 

Home may become a place detrimental to the development of those elements important in the 

identity of self and leave one with a longing for what never was (Casey 1993, 2001; Marcus 

2006). Crowding can be viewed as one of those confounding elements that compromise the 

development of self and identity, leading to a sense of rootlessness or being without a home. 

3.11 Home and the Material 

While ontological security is recognised as the foundation of identity established by the 

symbolic and expressive elements of home, Jacobs and Malpas (2013) remind us that home is 

not just symbolic but also material. Home for many people still maintains a relationship to a 

fixed location or space. That this relationship between the individual or group (family) and the 

material structure of the home contributes to identity is often overlooked and needs to be re-

emphasised (Jacobs & Malpas 2013). Identity is constructed by the interaction between the 

individual or group, and the physical construct of their dwelling and the objects they have 

collected. This process is, at its deepest level, unselfconscious and therefore most influential 

(Jacobs & Malpas 2013; Miller 2010). Not only do we influence the meaning we make of 

objects but also objects can be imbued with human qualities and serve to influence the meaning 

made of them (Miller 2010). Miller suggests “objects determine what takes place to the extent 

that we are unconscious of their capacity to do so” (2010, p. 50). In addition: 

Contrary to the idea of the self as determined in and through its interiority by means 
of a private internal life, our approach is one that views the self, and so also self-
identity, as inextricably bound to forms of externality and materiality: the self is 
formed always in relation and never in solitary isolation; it is formed in the world 
rather than outside of it; as the self is inextricably socialised, so it is also inevitably 
materialised. (Jacobs & Malpas 2013, p. 285) 

3.12 The Ideal of Home 

The ideal of home, reflected in its positive attributes, is suggested as playing a role in 

homelessness (Farrugia 2016; Somerville 2013, 1992). The ideal of home in Western thought 

is based largely on the ‘Victorian’ constructs of privacy, respectability and security (Hepworth 

1999). Hepworth (1999) attributes this development of the ideal home as a reaction to the rapid 

global changes that were occurring through industrialisation and more rapid transport and 

communication. Home became the stabilising locale in an ever-changing outside world. It was 
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a refuge from the brutality of work outside and provided security from the storms of change 

that swept across the world. The ideal of home has a continuance in the expectations and 

constructions of home that include those ‘Victorian’ associations of privacy, security, identity, 

haven, shelter, hearth, heart and roots (Hepworth 1999; Marcus 2006; Somerville 1992). Home 

still plays an important role in providing a bastion against the greater insecurity in post- or late 

modernity (Bauman 2000; Beck & Gernsheim-Beck 2001; Giddens 1994; Ginsberg 1999; 

Jacobs & Malpas 2013). However, “critics of the ideal home reject exclusively positive 

descriptions and assessments of home as naive expressions of false consciousness that do not 

reflect people’s diverse experience and understanding of home” (Mallett 2004, p. 69). Others 

argue the ideal should not be dismissed so easily since the ideal and the real are held in tension. 

It is the ideal that provides an obvious tension between what one hopes for and what is 

experienced (Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Mallet 2004; Marcus 2006; Somerville 1992). This 

tension is emphasised by Oakes (1997), who suggests: 

the paradox of modernity yields a dynamic tension between the exhilarating 
possibilities of modernization and a profound sense of loss ... Modernity was 
bittersweet, engendering a longing for a lost sense of organic wholeness even as it 
provided a liberating subjectivity from which one could express such decadent 
nostalgia. (p. 511). 

The tension between the ideal, constructed through media, cultural and social expectations and 

government policy, and the lived reality contributes to a sense of abjectness of deprivation 

(Farrugia 2016). Loss of the real, representative of the ideal, however inadequate, creates an 

oppositional abjectness, the circumstance of homelessness (Farrugia 2016). 

3.13 Homelessness 

Crowding, assessed within a statistical and objective definition, presents challenges as to who 

might be regarded as homeless in a crowded house. In Australia, these limits are reached when 

four or more additional bedrooms are required to accommodate all appropriate sleeping 

arrangements. The household is deemed as severely overcrowded, and the entire household is 

counted as homeless. However, analysis of the interviews conducted for this research presents 

a much more complex picture. Some of the most crowded households interviewed presented 

the least likelihood of homeless risk, much less homelessness, while others with fewer 

numbers presented a higher risk. If, as I have argued, the stress-based definition of crowding 

provides a richer and more nuanced understanding, consistency suggests homelessness 

occasioned by crowding is complex and dependent on subjective variables. Despite this 
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complexity, the accepted definition of crowding has remained stubbornly objective, as has the 

definition of homelessness (Jacobs, Kemeny & Manzi 1999; Robinson, C 2008). 

Two authors who have had significant impact on formulating a definition of homelessness, 

particularly in Australia, are Chamberlain and MacKenzie (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 1998, 

2014; Mackenzie & Chamberlain 1992). To provide a mechanism to identify a range of 

homeless circumstances, they identified four categories of homelessness: primary, secondary, 

tertiary and marginal homelessness (Chamberlain & Mackenzie 1998, 2014). They also 

provided what they believed was a culturally acceptable minimum standard of accommodation 

for anyone to be counted as housed. This minimum was identified as a small rented flat, 

accommodation “significantly below the culturally desired option for an owner-occupied 

house” (Chamberlain & Mackenzie 1998, p. 20). Primary homelessness is defined as ‘people 

without conventional accommodation’ such as people on the street. Secondary homelessness 

includes ‘people who move around frequently from one form of temporary shelter to another’ 

such as couch surfing young people. Tertiary homelessness numbers those people living in 

single-room accommodation without included kitchen or bathrooms facilities and lacking 

security of tenure. Marginally housed defines those who live only marginally below the 

acceptable community minimum standard, such as a caravan or converted garage. This 

definition has had considerable impact in Australia and internationally in government policy 

development, census collection and program development (Amore, Baker & Howden-

Chapman 2011; Bessant, Hill & Watts 2003; Robinson, C 2008). 

The claimed need for an objective measure for homelessness saw a shift in definition in 

Australia in 2012 (ABS 2012a, 2012b). Until then, Australia had operated with a legislative 

framework incorporated into the Supported Accommodation and Assistance Program within 

the Supported Accommodation and Assistance Act, legislated in 1994 (Chamberlain & 

MacKenzie 2014). The legislation in this act stated that “a person is homeless if, and only if, 

he or she has inadequate access to safe and secure housing” (Australian Government 1994, 

p.5). The Act further explained inadequate access to safe and secure housing included 

accommodation that was likely to damage the health of a person, threaten their safety or 

marginalise them through failing to provide adequate amenity or economic and social support. 

The cultural definition, as described above, emerged as an attempt to provide a working 

definition of homelessness in Australia at a time when many commentators believed it was 

not easily defined (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). Chamberlain and MacKenzie point out 
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that homelessness is characterised by cultural constructions and expectations and varies 

among societies and historical periods (1998; 2014). While acknowledging cultural 

contingency, housing practitioners recognised the cultural definition of homelessness as 

relevant and it could also be operationalised relatively accurately for census purposes 

(Chamberlain 2014; Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). 

Although the cultural definition received practical acknowledgement and was quoted 

extensively (Johnson et al. 2015; Mallet et al. 2010; National Youth Commission 2008), and 

was used by the ABS up until 2012 (Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014; National Youth 

Commission 2008), it was never legislated. The definition was recognised more through 

practice than policy. In 2012, the ABS decided to adopt a statistical definition of homelessness 

based on the European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion (ETHOS) also 

known as the FEANTSA (European Federation of Organisations Working with the Homeless). 

The ETHOS typology begins with the question of what it means to have a home (Amore, 

Baker & Howden-Chapman 2011). The answer was provided by viewing ‘home’ as containing 

three domains, security of tenure or the legal domain, the needs of the household or the 

physical domain and the ability to maintain privacy and security or the social domain (Amore, 

Baker & Howden-Chapman 2011; Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014; Memmott, Birdsall-

Jones & Greenop 2012a). 

The ETHOS definition considered people homeless when all three domains were experienced 

and on a continuum of homelessness when one or more were experienced. This continuum 

was represented by rooflessness at one extreme through insecure to inadequate housing 

(Amore, Baker & Howden-Chapman 2011; Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014). While ETHOS 

saw homelessness on a continuum, the ABS defined it more concretely, according to 

Chamberlain and MacKenzie (2014), with people needing to only “lack one or more of the 

three elements listed … to be defined as homeless” (ABS 2012b, p. 11). The adoption of this 

statistical definition also included crowding and severe overcrowding (ABS 2012b). The 

measurement of crowding was based on the Canadian National Occupancy Standard, which 

states that a house is regarded as crowded if it requires one or more bedrooms after the stated 

criteria are met. These criteria include: 

There should be no more than 2 persons per bedroom; 

Children less than 5 years of age of different sexes may reasonably share a bedroom; 



66 

Children 5 years of age or older of opposite sex should have separate bedrooms; 

Children less than 18 years of age and of the same sex may reasonably share a 
bedroom; and 

Single household members 18 years or older should have a separate bedroom, as 
should parents or couples. (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2014, p.17). 

The ABS chose to identify severe overcrowding as households that required four or more 

bedrooms to accommodate the additional numbers after these criteria had been met (ABS 

2012a). The rationale offered by the ABS for this inclusion was that severe overcrowding 

experienced over an extended duration provided for crowded persons lacking “control of, and 

access to social relations” (ABS 2012a, p. 44). This also compromised the sense of ‘home’ 

people in crowded circumstances may experience and thus satisfies the definition of 

homelessness (ABS 2011). All people in a severely crowded household were adjudged to be 

homeless. No empirical evidence was advanced to justify these claims. Some commentators 

were critical of this definition, asking why those households requiring four or more bedrooms 

were considered homeless, while those perhaps requiring three more bedrooms were not 

(Chamberlain 2014; Chamberlain & MacKenzie 2014; D’Abrera 2018). If crowding is 

understood as perception rather than a statistic, it is a result of social and physical contexts. 

Thus, greater risk of homelessness may well be encountered in less densely crowded but more 

socially volatile circumstances. As Chamberlain and MacKenzie (2014) point out, how one 

measures such variation operationally is problematic. 

Critics of definitions that seek objective criteria, even within cultural and social constructions, 

argue the ultimate intention is the quantifying of homelessness and assessment of policy and 

programmatic intervention: 

A robust definition of homelessness is a necessary basis for the production of 
meaningful statistics on the size and characteristics of homeless populations, which 
are of critical importance for informed policy-making. A definition of homelessness 
can be judged useful if it allows for accurate and reliable identification and 
classification of homeless people so that policies can be developed to respond to 
different manifestations of homelessness and monitor the effectiveness of such 
interventions. (Amore, Baker & Howden-Chapman 2011, p. 20) 

As Chamberlain (1999) observed for the ABS, “There can be no meaningful public debate 

about the best policy responses to assist homeless people, unless there is reliable information 

on the number of homeless people in the community” (p. 4). While the need for statistical 

definition is obvious, some claim the result, based on epistemological limitation, has led to a 
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devaluation of more subjective analysis of homelessness (Jacobs, Kemeny & Manzi 1999; 

Robinson, C 2008). Program and policy dictate who is to be included in a head count of the 

homeless and sets the agenda for research and evaluation (Robinson, C 2008). Complex and 

nuanced experiences and possibilities of homelessness are lost in favour of pragmatism. 

Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1994) understand a much more complex process at work in the 

process of becoming homeless, describing a temporal dimension viewed as a career into 

homelessness. Understanding the youth homelessness experience as individual and 

differentiated (Johnson & Chamberlain 2014) serves as a warning against over-simplification 

of the definitional challenge. There has also been an exhortation to take into account the 

experience of homelessness as a lack of safety, security and belonging for young people, to 

accommodate a person-centred experience of homelessness (Crane & Brannock 1996). In the 

context of diminishing public support for housing provision, a recourse to statistical 

objectification is as understandable as it is necessary. However, as Robinson (2008) attests, it 

is this definitional pragmatism that has prevented the needle from being shifted in favour of 

more qualitative definitions of homelessness. It may be that with a more subjective definition, 

an attempt at amelioration of some homeless circumstances may be best addressed with 

alternative solutions. 

Somerville (1992, 2013) has argued homelessness is not just a lack of abode or a roof over 

one’s head, but rather, it is multidimensional and involves physiological, emotional, territorial, 

ontological and spiritual deprivations. In this context, the binary opposites of home and 

homelessness should be considered together (Farrugia 2016; Kearns & Smith 1994; 

Somerville 2013; Veness 1992). Veness (1992) traces a historical timeline of association 

between home and homelessness. The abject nature of homelessness is only abject in relation 

to loss or deprivation of home and all that it is meant to provide (Farrugia 2016). Having a 

house does not necessarily guarantee being at home, and being at home does not necessarily 

require a house (McCarthy 2018; Robinson, C 2002; Somerville 2013; Veness 1992). 

As Somerville (1992) argues, homelessness is not just rooflessness, and it may also entail a 

profound and entrenched sense of rootlessness. Using a typology of home, Sommerville 

(1992) argues for a definition of homelessness that reflects the physical, social, emotional, 

territorial and ontological aspects of home. To be at home includes the experience of the ‘key 

signifiers’ of home, which include shelter, hearth, heart, privacy, roots and abode. These 

signifiers connote materiality, warmth, love, control, identity and a sense of place and 



68 

belonging (Somerville 1992). Similarly, Farrugia (2016) sees home as “a complex assemblage 

of signs representing morality, personal authenticity, responsible self-governance, and 

connection to the rest of the social world” (p. 45). If home provides a connection to these 

important private and public signifiers, homelessness is characterised by a deprivation or 

depreciation of these signifiers. On a philosophical/spiritual level, loss of these signifiers may 

lead to alienation and anomie, a sense of not being and not belonging (McNaughton 2008). 

The association between being bound by the limitations of home through crowding and the 

compromise of the possibilities of social emergence are clearly articulated. 

In an attempt to broaden the definitional net of homelessness, McNaughton (2008) identifies 

four dimensions: (1) ‘absolute homelessness’ seen as being without accommodation, (2) the 

quality and nature of accommodation available to a person/family, (3) subjective 

homelessness, which combines the material and symbolic, perceived as lack of shelter as well 

as loss of security, privacy, belonging and identity, and finally, (4) the statutory definitions 

pertinent within a welfare system at any given time (p. 4). Statutory homelessness is a legal 

and policy definition designed to identify those in need of government response and how that 

may be administered, reflecting the above commentary. The intent is the minimisation of the 

need to call on public resources (McNaughton 2008). 

The above commentary largely understands homelessness “ideologically constructed as the 

absence of home and therefore derivative from the ideological construction of home” 

(Somerville 1992, p. 503). As noted above, Somerville proposes a typology of ‘home’ on the 

key signifiers of shelter, hearth, heart, privacy, roots and abode. These are representative of 

safety, privacy, identity, sense of place and belonging. Therefore, homelessness is constructed 

as the binary opposite of these signifiers and the effects of such deprivations of home can 

range from rooflessness, alienation instability, vulnerability and sense of being lost 

(Somerville 1992, p. 533). Somerville (1992) calls for further reflection and dialogue on his 

conceptualising of home and homelessness in this way. 

In answer to this call, McCarthy (2018) proposes an alternative (re)conceptualising of the 

boundaries between home and homelessness. He suggests, given the evidence he found in 

interviewing homeless women accessing homeless services in the North of England, home and 

homelessness should be considered more as a process of inversion than oppositional. 

McCarthy (2018) bases this (re)conceptualising on the meaning of the German words heimlich 
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and unheimlich proposed in an essay by Sigmund Freud titled The Uncanny. As Gelder and 

Jacobs explain: 

In brief, Freud elaborates the “uncanny” by way of two German words whose 
meanings, which at first seem diametrically opposed, in fact circulate through each 
other. These two words are heimlich (which Freud glosses as “home”, a familiar or 
accessible place) and unheimlich (which is unfamiliar, strange, inaccessible, 
unhomely). An “uncanny” experience may occur when one’s home is rendered 
somehow and in some sense unfamiliar; one has the experience, in other words, of 
being in place and “out of place” simultaneously. (1995, p. 171) 

Conceptualising home and homelessness as oppositional is predicated on separation of the 

inside/outside, known/unknown (Kaika 2004). However, “the modern home, in a simultaneous 

act of need and denial, hosts in its guts everything it tries to keep outside” (Kaika 2004, p. 

275). This ambivalence between what is familiar and homely has its counterpoint in the 

unfamiliar and the unhomely. Thus, there is not an either/or to be found in the poles of home 

and homelessness, but each contains the elements of the other. While the ‘uncanny’ has been 

largely developed in relation to artistic aesthetics, in recent times, it has been observed as 

integrated into the domestic space of home (Kaika 2004; Masschelein 2003; McCarthy 2018). 

Vidler (1992), in his commentary on Freud’s thesis of the uncanny, makes clear that: 

the multiple significations and affiliations of the German word unheimlich…served 
at once to clarify the operations of the uncanny as a systematic principal as well as 
to situate its domain in the domestic and homely, thence to permit its decipherment 
in individual experience. (p. 275) 

Within the domestic space of home, crowding can construct a circumstance where the familiar 

and known at the same time present the physical, social and emotional unease that is intended 

to be kept outside. Thus, the porosity (Kaika 2004) between home and homelessness, the 

homely and the unhomely, the known and familiar and the seeping sense of anxiety and fear 

attached to the ‘uncanny’ is emphasised. The experience of crowding may produce a sense of 

being ‘in place’ and ‘out of place’ or, as McCarthy suggests, a sense of un-home within the 

home: 

There is constant vacillation between the familiar and unfamiliar, the homely and 
un-homely (Steiner, 2010, p. 134). The unheimlich is located within the walls of the 
house itself and in the residue of family life; in what appears to be familiar, domestic, 
friendly settings lurks feelings of homelessness and dislocation. The unheimlich 
allows for fluidity and multiplicity: how one space can be felt as “home” and “un-
home” at different times, and how these feelings can shift. (2018, pp. 963–964) 
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This vacillation between the familiar and the unfamiliar, homely and unhomely and in place 

while out of place provides an appropriate reflection of the interviews conducted in crowded 

households for this research. The key signifiers of home retain the possibility of inversion of 

those signifiers. The possibility of being in place while being out of place is expressed in the 

interviews conducted for this research by the vacillation between house and home, desire to 

be away while remaining and a loss of the sense of home while at home. Crowding may 

compromise that which is familiar and expected within the construct of home while one 

remains in the place of home. Home, experienced within crowded households, can provide 

shelter and even warmth, but it also lacks privacy, security and a sense of belonging. Over 

time, these symbolic elements can fluctuate and create a greater sense of home or an increased 

sense of alienation, a sense of ‘un-home’. The porosity between home and being home-less, I 

maintain, is integrally linked to the definition of space and place as movement between being 

bound, open and emergent. The experience of the ‘homely’ or of the ‘unhomely’ is to be found 

in the social and spatial experiences mediated through time. At different times within a 

crowded household, an individual or household may experience, through social and spatial 

balance, a sense of being ‘in place’ and ‘at home’. At another time, this social and spatial 

balance may be compromised and the feeling generated is that of being out of place or un-

homed. 

This research, while acknowledging the need for measurable definitions to facilitate resource 

allocation and program response, adopts this more porous definition of home and 

homelessness. Being at home or homeless should not be understood as definitive polarities 

that are reflective of the life experiences of particular subgroups. The porous nature between 

home and homelessness suggests all of us may experience elements of home or un-home at 

different times and in certain circumstances. Crowding plays a role in destabilising the balance 

between home and un-home. The social and spatial balance is reflected in circumstances of 

being bound, open and emergent. Being ‘at home’ or ‘in place’ reflects a sense of belonging, 

identity and attachment. Alternatively, when the social and spatial are out of balance, a sense 

of alienation or being out ‘out of place’ is experienced even while ‘in place’. The causes 

contributing to possible homelessness pertaining to the material adequacy of the dwelling from 

crowding is only one dimension within the complex structure of being or feeling homeless. As 

the needle moves in the direction of alienation and un-home for those who experience 

crowding, the possibilities of homelessness created within the expectations of home become 

more real. Returning to the definition of space and place as bound, open and emergent, the 
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experience of homelessness ironically may be indicative of a sense of being bound. Being 

bound means caught in the trap of the abject other (Farrugia 2016) or the ‘uncanny’ without 

security to enjoy the openness of possibility and the emergence of risk built on the strength of 

deep foundations. 

3.14 Crowding and Risk of Homelessness 

The claim that severe overcrowding is a form of homelessness suggests a causal link between 

crowding and homelessness. A Council to Homeless Persons Fact Sheet (CHP 2018) claims 

overcrowding is a form of homelessness. The Fact Sheet, following the ABS definition, argues 

severe overcrowding creates circumstances contrary to the experience of home, provides 

insufficient safety, privacy and study space and contributes to lack of routine and disturbed 

sleep patterns (CHP 2018). While all these elements have been identified in this research, they 

were not necessarily present in all ways in all households interviewed. Some of the most 

crowded households maintained deep attachment to the signifiers of home. By contrast, some 

less crowded households appeared to have a greater sense of loss of these signifiers. The ABS 

nominates all those in one household experiencing severe overcrowding as homeless (ABS 

2012). This nomination is undertaken, regardless of the subjective experience of those within 

crowded households (Chamberlain 2014). Programmatically, cause and effect are often readily 

linked to justify an intervention, which is considered to address the need and to reduce the cost 

to society (Batterham 2017; Bessant 2000; Bessant, Hill & Watts 2003; Crane & Brannock 

1996). However, despite statistical claims, just who is ‘at risk’ from crowding, what is the risk 

and how it leads to homelessness remains elusive (Batterham 2017). 

 Risk and Causality 

The ‘new orthodoxy’ (Batterham 2017; Somerville 2013) of homelessness explanation 

understands causality as structural and agentive (Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014; Clapham 2002; 

Johnson et al. 2015; Somerville 2013). This explanation understands cause as residing with 

the individual (the agent) and his/her limitations, such as mental health, substance dependency, 

employability, single motherhood and life choices (Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014; 

Commonwealth of Australia 2008). A structural approach suggests the broader context of the 

social, cultural and political landscape is the primary cause of homelessness. Emphasis in the 

past has been placed on either agent or structure (Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014). This gave rise 

to what Gowan (2010) named the three eras of homeless cause, ‘sin talk’, where the 
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waywardness of the individual was blamed for being homeless; ‘system talk’, which argued 

that factors beyond the control of the individual (employment market, housing availability and 

government policy) were responsible for their homelessness; and ‘sick talk’, which viewed 

the vulnerabilities of individuals (mental health, addiction, etc.) as being a cause of 

homelessness. The epochs may be arbitrary and arguably overlapping, but it provides a neat 

summary of how homelessness was and is viewed. Critics of individual responsibility argue it 

has a pathologising effect on those already perceived as outsiders (Farrugia 2016) and absolves 

the state of any responsibility of cause (Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014). Critics of a structural 

approach point to a deterministic attribution that does not allow for individual difference and 

fails to explain why those experiencing similar structural restrictions do not all experience 

homelessness (Bessant, Hill & Watts 2003; Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014; Somerville 2013). 

Determining cause and effect in the social sciences is problematic owing to the fluid nature of 

structure and agency and the complexity inherent in each (Batterham 2017; Bessant 2000; 

Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014; Garside 2009; Johnson et al. 2015; Parsell & Marston 2012; 

Somerville 2013). To overcome this complexity, Batterham (2017), in a nod to Giddens’ 

structuration theory, has argued for identifying a connection between causes of homelessness, 

mechanisms that operationalise causes and the level of risk provided. She calls this tripartite 

association “multi-level conjunctural causation” (Batterham 2017, p. 4). Six causal elements 

are identified, which fall into structural and agentive areas, including relationships, 

employment and housing markets, organisational failure and episodic homelessness. All these 

causal elements operate within the overall context of social stratification and inequalities. The 

ideal would be “to articulate a series of conjunctural multi-level sufficient sets, which explain 

the causes of homelessness for various groups in the homeless population” (Batterham 2017, 

p. 14). Thus, if an individual or family/household experience one or more causal sets 

disadvantageously as well as social inequality, the risk of homelessness is increased. 

These attempts to construct, from a theoretical perspective, typologies of risk of homelessness 

and causality are located within the context of the “science of risk” according to Bessant (2000, 

p. 35). The science of risk attempts to adapt the empiricism of the natural sciences to social 

science, thus providing a typology of risk and causality (Garside 2009). It remains possible, 

within such a construct, to nominate crowding as a risk to homelessness since both cause and 

effect are identified as objective and measurable. Similarly, Batterham (2017) seeks to identify 

on an epidemiological scale, those that are at risk of homelessness. While this may be 
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commendable from the point of view of establishing groups in society that may be more at 

risk, given these associations, it is not capable of identifying individual narratives of resilience 

or loss (Garside 2009; Parsell & Marston 2012). 

Critics of these attempts to categorise cause and risk, even in such comprehensive terms as 

Batterham (2017), argue homelessness is a complex and multidimensional circumstance and 

not easily subject to categorisation and cause and effect formula (Bessant 2000; Bessant, Hill 

& Watts 2003; Chamberlain & Jacobs 2014; Somerville 2013). Somerville (2013) has 

suggested homelessness is not just a lack of a physical abode but is affected by a number of 

dimensions, including physiological, emotional, territorial, ontological and spiritual. Farrugia 

(2016) contends homelessness is closely connected to the symbolic understanding of home. 

Home is the location where social practices constitute identity and signifies possibilities for 

citizenship and political power. Absence of the capacity to undertake identity work afforded 

by home, belong to the citizenry and exercise political power is regarded as homelessness 

(Farrugia 2016). Combining these elements in a non-binary concept, McCarthy (2018) 

understands home and homelessness as a continuum between the familiar and the unfamiliar, 

the homely and the unhomely. Vacillation can occur between home and homelessness, 

depending on social, spatial and temporal circumstances. 

The context for these differences is the ‘risk society’ (Beck 1992; Bessant, Hill & Watts 2003; 

Farrugia 2016; Mallet et al. 2010). The risk society, according to Beck (1992), has emerged in 

late modernity, is global in scale: further it places all within the overarching frame of risk 

(Beck 2006). Risk is omnipresent and identifiable, but the effect and scale cannot be 

quantified. It is the imminent threat that is ever-present and gives rise to deep-seated anxiety 

(Wilkinson 2009, 2002). Loss of institutional trust and the emphasis on individualism in late 

modernity (Beck & Gernsheim-Beck 2001; Beck, Giddens & Lash 1994; Farrugia 2016) has 

placed greater emphasis on individuals and the resources they can muster to manage their 

identity ‘work’ (Farrugia 2016). The last bastion of support, according to Beck & Gernsheim-

Beck (2001), is the family, despite that now being a far more fluid entity than previously. Risk 

remains pervasive externally and becomes internalised through the limitations of home, family 

and individual. 

Critics of a factorial approach to risk identification within the social sciences (Bessant 2001; 

Garside 2009; Parsell & Marston 2012) maintain transposing a medical risk paradigm onto 

social science has significant limitations. Garside (2009), quoting Farrington (2007) 
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discussing crime prevention for young people, while supportive of a factorial approach, is 

cognisant of its limitations. He states: 

“[A]ny theory of the development of offending is inevitably speculative in the 
present state of knowledge,” he notes, not least because “most risk factors tend to 
coincide and tend to be interrelated”. Risk factor analysis also tends to be much better 
at explaining links and associations after the event than predicting future behaviour. 
“Typically, prospective prediction ... is poor but retrospective prediction ... is good”. 
(Farrington, cited in Garside 2009, p. 8) 

Garside (2009) goes on to suggest: 

as a predictive tool, risk factor analysis has limited utility. It might identify an 
increased probability… among certain population groups with shared characteristics. 
But at the level of individuals themselves false positives and false negatives abound. 
The margin of error is very high. (p. 8) 

Any attempt to force too rigid a factorial causal framework onto complex social issues does 

injustice to cause and effect (expecting too much) and to the issue (reductionist; Bessant 2000). 

To describe crowding as homelessness or as risk of homelessness without acknowledging the 

complex social, spatial and temporal antecedents at play is reductionist and fails to take 

account of the complex interrelationships. The burgeoning statistics of homelessness, driven 

to a large extent by counting severe overcrowding as homelessness, may provide a justification 

for greater resources to be directed towards homeless reduction. This may not be the best use 

of limited resources nor will it do justice to understanding crowding and the risk it may have 

for young people. 

In an attempt to overcome the structural/agentive divide and provide a better explanation of 

how probability may occasion possibility, Elder-Vaas (2010) has developed an explanation of 

‘synchronic emergence’. Synchronic emergence combines external risk or structural cause 

with individual and internal action to produce a social outcome. Synchronic emergence is 

understood as “a relationship between the properties of a whole and its parts at a particular 

moment in time” (Elder-Vaas 2010, p 5). When all the individual parts converge at a particular 

time, they produce a particular circumstance. Each circumstance may reflect similar parts 

(such as policy contexts, employment markets, housing markets, mental health and relational 

difficulties) but each will also contain individual elements peculiar to that moment. Thus, we 

are returned to the source of the commentary, the individual stories contained in the inner 

sanctum of those across the threshold (Clapham 2005; Somerville 2013), who are able to 

provide the meaning they ascribe to their circumstances and the risk they perceive. My 



75 

research explores the individual narratives of families who perceive themselves to be crowded 

and how that perception affects their daily experiences and practices. The risks assessed from 

these experiences and practices will be viewed in the light of the possibility of synchronicity 

of emergence, where the social, spatial and temporal collectively provide risk of homelessness 

along a continuum between home and un-home. 

3.15 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have examined the connection between space and place and risk of 

homelessness. Viewed metaphorically and literally, the space of place provides the dimensions 

of being bound, open and emergent. The place where crowding occurs in this research is that 

of home. When the place of home affords the appropriate space for the social function of the 

household, being bound provides safety, security and identity. Attachment to place and sense 

of belonging ensues. However, if the space of the place of home is inadequate for the needs of 

the social and physical functioning of the household, the possibility is that an imbalance 

between being bound and open and emergent ensues. Inadequacy of the physical place of home 

can contribute to social/emotional imbalance for those experiencing place in crowded 

circumstances. The place of home may signify being bound without the important contributing 

experiences of openness and future possibility through emergence, based on a strong sense of 

identity security and belonging. What is, or has been, familiar and known becomes unfamiliar 

and strange. One finds oneself out of place while still in place. Risk of homelessness for young 

people in this context is not necessarily attributable to a catalogue of risk factors but can be 

social, spatial circumstances that occur over time and conflate to produce risk within 

particularity. The narratives of those who can describe the circumstances of this possible 

synchronic emergence of risk provides valuable insight into the experiences and practices of 

those living within crowded households. These narratives are also indicative of the level of 

risk that exists within the household and whether crowding contributes to that risk of 

homelessness. 

In the next chapter, I explain and justify the methodology used to explore the narratives and 

experiences of those living in crowded households. These are the narratives that illuminate the 

congruence or lack of congruence between being bound, open and emergent in such 

circumstances, providing indications of being ‘out of place within place’. 
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Chapter 4: Research Context: Methodology and Method 

4.1 Introduction to the Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I describe the methodology and methods employed in the research and justify 

the choice for this study. As highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3, crowding as a risk to 

homelessness for young people is multifaceted and socially constructed. To better understand 

this complexity, the research draws on a socio-spatial theory of residence (Kemeny 1992) 

combined with a transactional perspective of home (Memmott 2013; Werner, Altman & Oxley 

1985; Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). This unique combination affords a means of 

examining crowding and the risk of homelessness it may provide to young people, within the 

socially constructed context of the social, spatial and temporal (Kemeny 1992; Urry 2004; 

Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). A reiteration of the socio-spatial theory of residence and a 

more detailed description of the transactional perspective of home are included. This connects 

the socio-spatial theory of residence and transactional perspective of home, which together are 

inclusive of social, spatial and temporal elements. 

In recognising that crowding and the risk it poses to homelessness for young people are 

socially constructed, the research draws on ideas informed by grounded theory (Charmaz 

2006; Glaser & Strauss 1967; Strauss 1987). I thought initially to undertake a case study 

approach (Thomas 2011) with preconceived concepts as a guide to the analysis of the 

narratives. However, as the interviews progressed it became clear to me the narratives should 

be heard from the interviewees’ perspective. Imposition of preconceived concepts appeared to 

limit the depth of meaning that was being expressed. Thus, an alternate approach was sought, 

which allowed the narratives to be honoured. While not utilising a pure grounded theory 

approach (Dey 2004; Glaser 2012; Glaser & Strauss 1967), the method allows the data to drive 

exploration and provides a context for emergent theorising (Charmaz 2006; Corbin & Strauss 

2008; Dey 2004; Glaser & Strauss 1967). Acquisition and analysis of data through an iterative 

and inductive approach, a characteristic of grounded theory, allow the data to speak while 

acknowledging the interpretative skill of the researcher (Andrews 2012; Bryant & Charmaz 

2007a; Charmaz 2006; Dey 2004). This iterative and inductive approach to analysis informed 

by the stories of young people and carers situated in the social, spatial and temporal, 

encourages the emergence of new and innovative theory regarding crowding and risk of 

homelessness. 
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4.2 Epistemological Framework: Social Constructionism 

Social constructionism is important to this research in that it recognises meaning-making is a 

continual and social process (Burr 2015; Potter 1996). Perception of crowding is dependent 

on the social and cultural intercourse within and outside the home (Clapham 2005). Perception 

of crowding is also dependent on the relational intercourse between the physical and the social 

(Campagna 2016; Clapham 2010; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; Meesters 2009) This 

process of meaning-making derives from the interaction of the person or group with their 

environment, both natural and social (Gergen 2001; Meesters 2009; Polkinghorne 1988). The 

passage of time also effects the construction of meaning (Clapham 2005; Giddens 1985; Potter 

1996; Taylor, S 2003). The material, cultural and social realms are in constant flux (Gergen 

2009; Gergen, Freeman & Kenneth 2015). Each has an impact on the meaning-making that 

occurs through the interaction of the person with own social and physical environment 

(Polkinghorne 1988). The perception of crowding in a stress-based model (Gifford 2014; 

Memmott et al. 2011), which acknowledges antecedents within the social, cultural and 

physical, understands crowding as a product of this ongoing interaction. 

Polkinghorne (1988) suggests the meaning-making in human experience is summarised by 

three suppositions: 

1. Human experience is enveloped in a personal and cultural realm of non-material 

meanings and thoughts. 

2. Human experience is a construction fashioned out of the interaction between a person’s 

organising cognitive schemes and the impact of the environment on his or her sense 

apparatus. 

3. Human experience is not organised according to the same model we have constructed 

for the material realm. (pp. 15–16) 

Given these suppositions, the perception of crowding is not merely a product of an objective 

measure of available space or numbers of people within a certain space (Gifford 2014; 

Memmott et al. 2011; Stokols 1972, 1976). Perception of crowding is rather the product of 

interaction between the personal, cultural and environmental within the temporal. Narratives 

derived from the continual meaning-making of individuals and groups between each other and 

their environments will expand the understating of crowding and its consequences for young 

people. 



78 

Social constructionism reduces the material world to construction of the social, rendering the 

material and knowledge contingent (Gergen 2001; Hacking 1999; King 2004). To confront 

this challenge, two positions are taken within social constructionism. One position is described 

as ‘strong’ social constructionism (Schwant 2000). This position maintains an exclusive 

interpretative and representational process where all things are considered constructions of 

social process (Gergen 2001). An alternative recognises that objects or things exist while 

honouring the interpretative or representational (Schwant 2000) and is termed ‘weak or 

contextual constructionism’ (Andrews 2012; Jacobs, Kemeny & Manzi 2004). This research 

maintains a consistency with ‘weak’ or contextual social constructionism since it is important 

to acknowledge the context of crowding as physical and social (Campagna 2016; Clapham 

2010; Evans et al. 1998; Farrugia 2016; Memmott et al. 2011). The problem of lack of 

embodiment within the physical dimension (Clapham 2011; Farrugia 2016; Spinney 2007) is 

necessarily overcome since it is important for this study to acknowledge the physical impact 

of crowding on health and well-being and how that may be experienced as part of the dynamic 

of the social and the spatial (Clapham 2011, 2005; Farrugia 2016; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 

2003; Hartig & Lawrence 2003). 

4.3 Social and Spatial Conception of Residence 

The recognition of the connection that exists between the social and the spatial provides the 

context for the exploration of crowding and the risk to homelessness it may pose to young 

people (Campagna 2016; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003) in this research. ‘Residence’ has 

been proposed as a conceptual summary of this socio-spatial dimension (Hartig, Johansson & 

Kylin 2003; Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Kemeny 1992). Residence is intended to provide 

conceptual shorthand that encompasses the social and the spatial. “Space is the salient 

characteristic of the physical dimension of dwellings in relation to social factors” (Kemeny 

1992, p. 156). 

Integrating the social and spatial incorporates important elements that impact the study of 

housing (Giddens 1985; Kemeny 1992). Kemeny (1992) recognises two levels in this socio-

spatial conceptualising of residence. The first is the “internal spatial organisation of dwellings 

and their social use”, and the second is “the spatial organisation of dwellings within the 

locality” (Kemeny 1992, p. 156). The first level includes the immediate context of the dwelling 

(physical structure) and household (individuals or group within the dwelling). The second 
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level incorporates external circumstances to the dwelling and household, the immediate 

surrounds of the house, such as yard (or not), immediate neighbours and dwellings, 

neighbourhood, suburb/town/region all the way out to the global, political and geopolitical 

(Giddens 1985; Kemeny 1992; Urry 2004). 

The first level of the internal spatial organisation of the dwelling and the social dynamic within 

the dwelling engendered by the household provide the context for this research. This approach 

recognises the impact of the physical while considering the social dynamic present within the 

dwelling and the combined impact on the perception of crowding. A socio-spatial concept of 

residence allows for an understanding of the interaction of the household with and within the 

dwelling and the effect this interaction produces. Residence or the act of residing can be 

considered “an integrated whole and involves people, place, activity and time” (Hartig & 

Lawrence 2003, p. 457;). ‘Residence’ integrates the social and spatial dimensions that 

constitute the lived experience of residing over time (Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; 

Kemeny 1992; King 2008). Within this concept of residence, crowding is not just an objective 

and spatially defined element but is affected by the social. The perception of crowding may 

be influenced by social factors, including density (Freedman 1975; Stokols 1976), the physical 

construction of the space (Casey 2001; Gifford 2014), cultural expectations (John N. Edwards 

et al. 1994; Hall 1969) and psychological limitations (Clitheroe, Stokols & Zmuidzinas 1998; 

Gifford 2014; Nagar & Paulus 1997). Time and space are viewed as integrally connected 

within the social (Clapham 2005b; Malpas 2018; Urry 1985). My research situates the 

perception of crowding within these three dimensions, allowing for an appreciation of the 

complexity of the experience of crowding and its possible effects. The socio-spatial concept 

of residence, in the localised context of dwelling and household, is incorporated in a 

transactional perspective of home. 

4.4 Transactional Perspective of Home 

A transactional perspective is one that attempts to encompass consideration of the whole area 

under investigation. This perspective coincides with the socio-spatial concept of residence as 

previously described. Both seek to engage the subject under investigation from the totality of 

the whole rather than a fragmentation of concepts. The desire for contiguousness between 

knower and the known, internal and external, subject and object has its roots in the philosophy 

and subsequent methodology developed by Dewey and Bentley in their work Knowing and 
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the Known (Dewey & Bentley 1989 (1949)). The transactional perspective employs “the right 

to see together, extensionally and durationally, much that is talked about conventionally as if 

it were composed of irreconcilable separates” (Dewey & Bentley 1989, p. 120). For Dewey 

and Bentley: 

the transactional demands that statements be made as descriptions of events in terms 
of durations in time and areas in space. It excludes assertions of fixity and attempts 
to impose them. It installs openness and flexibility in the very process of knowing. 
(1989, p. 97). 

From a transactional perspective, any assessment of a system of action and interaction requires 

the whole of the system be taken into account and is represented by the social, spatial and 

temporal (Garrison 2001; Memmott 2013; Werner, Altman & Brown 1992). Studies that have 

utilised this perspective have considered the totality of people, environment and relationships, 

inclusive of historical background, culture, architectural design, neighbourhood relations and 

cultural signifiers (Memmott 2013; Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). 

The transactional perspective of home within my research extends the social and the spatial 

understanding of crowding and the risks it may pose by the inclusion of the temporal (Werner, 

Altman & Oxley 1985). By approaching ‘home’ from a holistic viewpoint (Werner, Brown & 

Altman 2002), the transactional perspective clarifies the social and spatial context of crowding 

as also conditioned by the temporal. These three aspects are interrelated. “The transactional 

whole is not composed of separate elements but is a confluence of inseparable factors that 

depend on each other for their very definition and meaning” (Altman & Rogoff 1987, p. 24). 

In my research, the conditions, experiences and effects of crowding for young people are 

contextualised within the domain of ‘home’ encompassing household and dwelling (Clapham 

2005; Kemeny 1992), which may include the additional space provided by the installation of 

a KUC studio. Importantly, dwelling can encompass the physical structure (Clapham 2005b; 

Kemeny 1992; King 2008) and the act of dwelling (King 2008). Dwelling encompasses the 

social and the spatial within the temporal (Clapham 2005; King 2008; Werner, Altman & 

Oxley 1985). For this research, I have understood ‘household’ as the people who ‘live’ within 

‘dwelling’ (Clapham 2005b; King 2008). All households interviewed for this research 

considered themselves a ‘family’. Family is a contested term that can be defined as 

functional/objective, institutional or subjective (Brown, A 2012; Dempsey & Lindsay, 2009). 

The functional/objective definition is utilised by the ABS for census purposes and recognises 
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marital relationships (registered or de facto), blood relationships and adoptive relationships as 

central to the family. It is recognised that more subjective definitions have been suggested 

(Dempsey & Lindsay, 2009; Gilding 2010), coinciding with rapid change in family structure 

from nuclear to non-nuclear in the latter part of the twentieth century (Clapham 2005; Ribbens 

McCarthy 2012). Some families interviewed did display non-traditional elements but still saw 

themselves as a family, and all were best defined by marital, blood and/or adoptive 

relationships. In summary, the social, spatial and temporal aspects of crowding and their 

impact are represented by density of persons within dwelling, commonly referred to as the 

family, and the physical and symbolic properties of the dwelling represented by the term 

‘home’. These elements combined provide the context for the relational drama of living over 

time. 

Young people within a crowded household form part of this familial relational drama. The 

United Nations, using the using the term ‘youth’ and ‘young people’ interchangeably, defines 

young people as being aged between 15 and 24 years (UN Definition of Youth, 2013). The 

same document also understands this age period as one of transition between youth and 

adulthood, particularly in relation to socio-economic status and educational and emotional 

maturation. Commentators differ between this transitional view, which is based on a psycho-

social model of development (Cartmel & Furlong 2006) and one which takes account of 

generational differences aligned with cultural/political changes in identifiable historic periods. 

Regardless of these two positions, commentators are generally in agreement that ‘young 

people’ as a term is socially constructed and the meanings vary historically and culturally 

(Bessant 2001; France 2000; Mallet et al. 2010; Wyn & Woodman 2006). A transition 

approach to young people traditionally sees them as dependent, particularly economically, 

until education and social capacity enables independence (France 2008; France & Threadgold 

2016; Mallet et al. 2010). The transition from the welfare state to a more individualised risk 

governance (France 2008, 2007) has identified this period between youth and adulthood as 

both one of dependence and threat. As France (2007) argues: “In the political construction of 

the youth question, youth has been seen as both ‘dangerous’ and a ‘threat’ but also as 

vulnerable and in need of protection” (p. 23). 

Conceptualising of young people within generational difference, such as Gen X, Y and 

Millennial, according to some commentators provides a better explanation of the 

characteristics of young people in different cultural and historical periods (Woodman & Wyn 
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2015; Wyn & Woodman 2006). Different perspectives within generational difference 

highlight significant changes in social, educational and employment expectations from the 

‘Baby Boomers’ generation to present-day Millennials (Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Woodman & 

Wyn 2015; Wyn & Woodman 2006). Changes affecting these generations have included a 

shift from permanent vocational expectations to the rapidly changing vocational opportunities 

over a working life; part-time work; emergence of the gig economy for many young people; 

changed familial and housing arrangements; emergence of tertiary education as a personal 

expense rather than state provision; and extended economic and housing dependence within 

the familial home (Crofts et al. 2015; Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Garside 2009; Kelly 1999; 

Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008; Woodman & Wyn 2015). 

In the context of this generational understanding of young people, Wyn and Woodman (2006) 

argue that shifts in life patterns are, at least to a significant extent, the outcome of political and 

economic process that have occurred in Australia over the past 50 years. These political and 

economic process and policies have often had an adverse effect on disadvantaged young 

people and their capacity to extricate themselves from social exclusion (Savelsberg & Martin-

Giles 2008). Young people viewed through the lens of the state are perceived as ‘student’, 

‘consumer’ and ‘flexible worker’ (Woodman & Wyn 2015; Wyn & Woodman 2006). They 

have been encouraged to continue in education for longer (Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008; 

Wyn & Woodman 2006), while a greater disjunction exists between educational qualification 

and employment possibilities (Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008; Wyn & 

Woodman 2006). Associated with increased time in education is the choice as a consumer of 

education provision. This includes diminishing government resources for state schools, greater 

emphasis on user pays in these schools and the increased support to private schools 

encouraging education to be a choice of type rather than a right. The view of young people as 

‘flexible worker’ is formed within the policy context of the rights of workers being 

undermined, part-time and short-term contracts normalised and flexible employment 

arrangements with minimal hours per week sanctioned (Dwyer & Wyn 2001; France 2000; 

Woodman & Wyn 2015; Wyn & Woodman 2006). These policies and process have led to the 

consolidation of risk within the individual rather than being the responsibility of the state 

(France 2008). 

This consolidation of risk within the individual young person (Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Farrugia 

2013; Wyn & Woodman 2006) is not necessarily class specific but is generational in its 
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implications (Crofts et al. 2015; Wyn & Woodman 2006). However, those with limited 

resources bear the greater risk and find themselves more readily excluded from these 

individualised and privatised social structures of adulthood (Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008; 

Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Woodman & Wyn 2015). Whether one favours the transitional or the 

generational conceptualising of young people, those living in crowded circumstances are 

disadvantaged by this emphasis on individual (household and personal) responsibility for risk 

management of life possibilities. These possibilities for young people are affected by 

crowding, but it is not the only deterrent to social accession. However, crowding, within the 

wider context of poverty and social disadvantage in the individualised age of personal 

responsibility, provides a further impetus to restrictive life choices for young people (Farrugia 

2013; Savelsberg & Martin-Giles 2008) 

Whether adopting a transitional or generational concept of young people, undoubtedly, as 

Mallet (2010) states, “changing expectations regarding education, employment, citizenship 

rights and legal status reveal, the boundaries between childhood and youth and youth and 

adulthood have been fluid over time” (p. 8). The World Health Organization (WHO), 

recognising three overlapping terms of adolescence, youth and young people, defines the age 

range of adolescence as 10–19 years, youth as 15–24 years and young people as 10–24 years.  

KUC, in selecting an appropriate age range for the studio resource, took into account the more 

expansive position that included the aforementioned United Nations definition, accepted 

industry practice and the WHO definition to include the age range from 12–25 years for their 

program. The reason stated for the choice of 12 years of age and above is that the Department 

of Health and Human Services (DHHS) would not support the provision of semi-independent 

living in a KUC studio for young people under 12 years of age. This restriction also applies to 

the DHHS independent unit program. For ethical reasons associated with this study, it was 

decided that interviews would be conducted with young people who were aged over 15 and 

below 25 years. Only one young person interviewed was over the age of 20, the rest being 

between 15 and 19. KUC continues to service young people between the ages of 12 and 25. 

The family, including young people, children and adults, constitute the social within the 

environmental and temporal aspects of the transactional perspective of home. A transactional 

approach has been suggested as a means to analyse differing aspects of home and home-

making (Altman & Rogoff 1987; Berglund-Lake 2008; Memmott 2013; Werner, Altman & 

Oxley 1985). Werner, Altman and Oxley (1985) have provided a diagrammatic representation 
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of this approach in the study of home. This transactional representation of the system accounts 

for people involved (psycho-social), the environment (spatial) and the temporal (Werner, 

Altman & Oxley 1985). The diagrammatic representation (Diagram 3) demonstrates how the 

perception of crowding and its effects may differ from one system to another while appearing 

externally similar. One different aspect within the system changes the dynamic of the whole. 

This allows for comparative and in-depth analysis of each household and dwelling to ascertain 

where the similarities and differences may be that effect the perception of crowding and 

possible risk of homelessness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Transactional Perspective of Home (Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985, p. 2). 

The remainder of this section is devoted to describing the aspects included within the system, 

including temporality and the human–environment interaction, since these are important 

elements that explain in greater detail the aspects of the social, spatial and temporal. These 

elements are captured in the diagram within the inner circle and are represented by 

appropriation, attachment and identity, social relationships and affordances. It should be noted 

that the three areas are separated by dotted lines to indicate that while they are considered 
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distinct for ease of identification, they overlap and compromise the totality of the system, in 

this case ‘home’ (Garling & Evans 1991; Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985). 

 Temporality as Lineal and Cyclical 

The activity of living within a defined place that is materially representational of a dwelling 

has been described as having a ‘home’ (Easthope 2004; King 2008; Saunders & Williams 

1988). Home is a symbolic term that includes the physical aspects of the dwelling, the psycho-

social dynamic of the household and the temporal aspects of that dwelling or residing 

(Clapham 2011; Easthope 2004; King 2008, 2005; Mallet 2004). Perceptions of crowding are 

affected by spatial, social and temporal aspects of home (Easthope 2004; Hartig, Johansson & 

Kylin 2003; Memmott 2013). Temporality is perceived as an important aspect of the 

transactional perspective of home (Altman & Rogoff 1987; Marcus 1992; Werner, Altman & 

Oxley 1985). Time is both teleological (goal-oriented or lineal) and repetitive and cyclical 

(Eliade 1959; Riceour 1984; Thapar 2002). The teleological aspect has been emphasised more 

in Western thought and literature (Thapar 2002). Lineal time is represented grammatically as 

past, present and future (Crystal 2002). Lineal time is viewed as having two properties, “the 

first property is the dynamic, flowing, changing, and ongoing aspect of events; the second 

quality is continuity” (Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985, p. 7). As time passes, people–

environment relationships change owing to the relational dialogue that occurs (Altman & 

Rogoff 1987; Carr 1986; Dewey & Bentley 1989; Garrison 2009; Gergen 1985). Continuity 

is found in the connection of past, present and future where past and present become signifiers 

for the future (Carr 1986; Riceour 1984; Thapar 2002). 

Conversely, cyclical time is considered repetitive, rhythmic and commemorative, reflected in 

the small repetitive tasks of life and in the more significant rituals that resonate over time 

(Dupuis & Thorns 1998; O’Connor 2018; Perkins & Thorns 2012; Saunders & Williams 1988; 

Werner, Altman & Oxley 1985; Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). This repetition of rituals 

and events is re-presentational, celebrating or repeating events (such as birthdays, religious 

holidays and ceremonies and unique and particular family rituals). Each new repetition 

captures the past in a new present (Eliade 1959; Morrison 1986; O’Connor 2018; Riceour 

1984; Werner, Brown & Altman 2002; Thapar 2002). Werner, Altman and Oxley (1985) 

prefer to describe this time as a spiral rather than cyclical. However, I believe a better depiction 

is that of extending ellipses that transact lineal time and re-present the past but in ever new 

ways (Eliade 1959; Riceour 1984). My diagrammatic representation (Diagram 4) appears: 
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Figure 4.2: Time Represented as Both Lineal and Cyclical. 

The repetition and rhythm of social customs and rituals create a narrative within the social and 

spatial dimensions of home (Hiscock et al. 2001). Continuity within the dynamic of change is 

the result of this ‘horizon perspective’ (Carr 1986; Hartig & Lawrence 2003; Werner, Altman 

& Oxley 1985). When the passage of time is combined with the repetition of time, a narrative 

is constructed that can provide a sense of security and safety. Ontological security and identity 

are products of this dependability within change (Dupuis 2012; Giddens 1991; Saunders & 

Williams 1988). These patterns may be shown by the research to be dislocated and disrupted 

by crowding, prompting an incongruence (Gifford 2014) between expectations and reality. If 

this dislocation and disruption are exacerbated by the circumstances within the confines of the 

social and the spatial, the capacity for the maintenance of stability and confidence for the 

future within the context of being ‘at home’ may be severely undermined and present a risk of 

homelessness for young people. 

 Appropriation, Attachment and Identity 

Importantly for my study, if a young person feels they do not belong within a ‘home’ and have 

no sense of attachment to household or dwelling, the risk to homelessness may be increased. 

The rituals practiced within and confirmatory of home support the appropriation of place and 

a sense of belonging or attachment to place (Brown, BB et al. 2012; Easthope 2004, 2014; 

Mee & Vaughan 2012). Easthope (2004) suggests that the term ‘place’ presents the researcher 

with the ability to explore the relationship between the mind and the physical world through 

body. Place is important since the association between a physical place and the social and 

emotional investment in that place may be constitutive of ‘home’ when that place is 

represented by a dwelling (Easthope 2004). Home is no longer a physical space but is a place 

where the physical and the social and emotional are bounded within time and the passing of 
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time 

Cyclical or ritual time 
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time (Easthope 2004; Saunders & Williams 1988; Somerville 1997). Attachment to place is 

not just physical or psychological but a combination of both. Marquardt (2016) sees “dwelling 

as a dense web of affective practices, atmospheres and relations between people, spaces and 

things” (p. 29). Interviewees recognised this physical and psychological attachment by 

expressing a sense of the loss of home under circumstances of crowding, which were 

disruptive of the physical and the emotional. Conversely, protective factors of belonging and 

attachment that encourage development of identity and sense of future may be important 

factors in mitigating risk from crowding for young people. 

Appropriation of place is considered to occur in the everyday rituals undertaken in the 

dwelling as well as the use and decoration of the space as a projection of the self (Blunt & 

Dowling 2006; Dowling & Mee 2007; Korosec-Serfaty 1985, 1984; Marcus 2006; O’Connor 

2018). Appropriation of the dwelling is perceived as control over, and becoming comfortable 

with, making the physical space into a home. Appropriation allows for the human urge of 

creating a place of one’s own where one can feel safe and have some governance (Berglund-

Lake 2008). Appropriation also contains the possibility of alienation. When the home has been 

invaded, or when the rituals of appropriation have lost their meaning, alienation of the home 

space can occur (Korosec-Serfaty 1985; Manzo 2003). It could also be said that if the space 

of the dwelling has not been appropriated, then attachment to place may not be possible, thus 

creating the potential for homelessness. 

As I have argued previously, being attached to place contributes to the identity of the person. 

Casey argues that there is “no self without place and no place without self” (Casey 2001, p. 

406). Place attachment can be as wide as the global or as narrow as the singular dimension of 

home (Perkins & Thorns 2012). To feel ‘at home’ is to have a sense of permanency, continuity, 

routine and security (Dupuis & Thorns 1998). This sense of belonging, of not being adrift in 

the world, creates a sense of ontological security that allows for the development of the well-

being of a person and their identity (Clapham 2010; Dupuis 2012; Giddens 1991; Perkins & 

Thorns 2012). Clapham argues that the development of happiness and well-being should form 

a greater part of housing policy since poor housing options can contribute to a lack of well-

being and a subsequent risk of homelessness (Clapham 2010). An inability to appropriate the 

symbols of the social and the spatial that constitute home and afford a feeling of control and 

belonging (Korosec-Serfaty 1985) may well lead to a sense of ‘homelessness’ (Somerville 

1992). 
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 Affordance 

The spatial elements of a dwelling influence the social and emotional well-being of its 

inhabitants (Campagna 2016; Clapham 2010; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; Hartig & 

Lawrence 2003). The meaning provided by the exchange between the spatial and the social 

can change over time because of the dynamic nature of this relationship (Hartig, Johansson & 

Kylin 2003). The meaning that is made from the interaction of the individual or group with 

the environment, in this case the dwelling and its spaces and objects, is termed an affordance 

(Chemero 2003; Jones, KS 2003; Meesters 2009). The configuration of the dwelling, including 

the objects within the dwelling, provides a certain predictability to domestic life (Douglas 

1991; Fiese et al. 2002). Capacity for the development of routine and consistency of function 

for social engagement promote a sense of security, reassurance and comfort (Dupuis 2012; 

Giddens 1991; Somerville 1992). Where this predictability and routine are undermined by 

such things as lack of space or discordant social dynamics, emotional and physical well-being 

may be compromised (Campagna 2016; Clapham 2010; Hartig, Johansson & Kylin 2003; 

Korpela & Hartig 1996). This may lead to withdrawal and the undermining of social and 

emotional support and sense of security (Somerville 1992). If the experience is too stressful 

and the affordance perceived as inadequate, then housing stress and risk of homelessness may 

well be the outcome (Campagna 2016; Somerville 2013). Representations of such affordance 

were identified in the interviews for this research, particularly in regard to bedding and 

sleeping arrangements, social space, health hardware and kitchen facility. 

Affordance theory suggests there is a concentration on the objective nature of things and the 

meaning produced through the interaction of the animal with the object. (Chemero 2003; 

Jones, KS 2003). The social and cultural influence of the meaning-making by the individual 

is sometimes neglected (Clapham 2011). To overcome this emphasis on the objective at the 

expense of the social, Clapham (2011) has suggested an alternative approach. This approach 

accommodates the symbolic, social and cultural meanings that affect the interpretation of the 

interaction between the social and the physical in housing studies (Clapham 2011). The 

approach provides an acknowledgement of the social, cultural, economic and political factors 

that affect any meaning made through interaction with the physical object. This is an important 

modification when acknowledging the impact of the spatial and the social on perception of 

crowding. 
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4.5 Grounded Theory 

The method I employed for data analysis in this research was grounded theory method (GTM). 

GTM provides a continuity between social constructionism (Charmaz 2006; Dey 2004), a 

transactional perspective (Werner, Brown & Altman 2002) and data analysis in this research. 

GTM is an inductive process that allows for a systematic examination of data collected 

adopting an iterative process between researcher and data (Bryant & Charmaz 2007b; Werner, 

Brown & Altman 2002). The method encourages an intimate association between the data and 

the researcher throughout the data collection process (Charmaz 2006; Corbin & Strauss 2008; 

Glaser & Strauss 1967). The iterative process encourages a progressive analysis of the data 

that allows for an increasingly focused examination that moves from the data via coding and 

categorising to a theoretical understanding of the phenomenon or phenomena under 

examination (Bryant & Charmaz 2007b; Charmaz 2006; Corbin & Strauss 2008; Glaser & 

Strauss 1967). 

GTM emerged from the work of Barney Glaser and Anslem Strauss. The foundational 

publications of this method are Awareness of Dying (1965) and soon after The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory (1967). While these volumes did break new ground methodologically, the 

backgrounding by previous work, particularly symbolic interactionism, was significant 

(Corbin & Strauss 2008). Later work has recognised the influence the American Pragmatist 

School had on Strauss’s work (Strübing 2007). 

Charmaz and Bryant (2006) point out that there is some confusion of usage in the literature 

between GTM and grounded theory. GTM best describes the method used to examine the data 

collected in research, while grounded theory is considered the product of that method. 

However, the terms are often used interchangeably (Bryant & Charmaz 2007b). In this thesis, 

GTM is used to describe the method employed for data analysis while the theory to emerge is 

that which is grounded in the method employed. 

Charmaz and Bryant (2007) contend that GTM has developed since its original description 

and has been utilised in a great deal of qualitative research. Corbin and Strauss (2008), 

Charmaz (2006) and Charmaz and Bryant (2007) argue for a constructivist epistemology when 

using GTM. However, Glasser (2012) is resistant to the constructivist position, although his 

argument against such a position appears more ideological than reasoned. Charmaz (2006) 

makes a strong case for a constructivist position in the use of GTM, arguing researcher and 
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data are engaged in a dialogue of construction. It is important that researchers acknowledge 

their own position or prejudices (Gander 2015). Meaning is continually being made via the 

conversation between the researcher and the data source, in this case the interviewees. 

Initially, a case study approach (Thomas 2011; Yin 2009) was felt to be appropriate as a 

research method. However, once data collection via interviews began, it appeared that 

conceptual preconception for analysis may be a limiting factor (Charmaz 2006; Corbin & 

Strauss 2008; Glaser & Strauss 1967) forcing the data into categories that may not afford the 

nuanced and fine-grained analysis required. While it is impossible to approach the data from 

the position of a blank canvas in the mind of the researcher (Dey 2004; Silverman 2006), 

allowing the data to speak complemented by a priori conceptualising (Charmaz 2006; Glaser 

& Strauss 1967) has proven to be fruitful. 

Practical steps in allowing the interview data to speak for itself in GTM involves a gradated 

process that moves from coding, to categorising and conceptualising (Charmaz 2006). This 

process has been described as ‘open’, ‘axial’ and ‘selective’ coding that moves towards 

conceptualisation (Dey 2004). Analysis occurs from the beginning of data collection and 

informs further data collection. Once several categories have been identified and associated, 

codes are related to these categories. From these categories, memos are written from the 

researcher’s knowledge and imaginative capacity to gradually develop theoretical 

understanding (Charmaz 2006; Corbin & Strauss 2008; Glaser & Strauss 1967). Many 

commentators argue that it is not possible to approach the data with a completely blank 

conceptual canvas (Dey 2004; Charmaz 2006; Corbin & Strauss 2008; Silverman 2000). The 

researcher already has a store of knowledge from professional and personal life that will 

influence the analysis. This should not be considered a negative aspect but simply a necessary 

part of the interpretative mechanism (Silverman 2006). 

While it may appear that the process is somewhat mechanistic, several commentators argue 

for an imaginative and open approach that takes into account the knowledge and background 

of the analyst (Dey 2004; Charmaz 2006; Silverman 2006). Dey (2004) prefers to refer to the 

process as abductive rather than inductive. An abductive approach “relates an observation to 

a theory (or vice versa) and results in an interpretation” (p. 8). What is discovered in this 

abductive approach, according to Dey (2004) “is not so much new facts as new ways of 

connecting them” (p. 8). The approach is not meant to generate a search for consistency but 

provide a capacity for new insights and descriptions for the subject under investigation (Dey 
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2004). I adopted this abductive approach in analysing the interviews obtained for my research 

since it gives voice to the participants. New concepts were identified, including routine and 

ritual, incursion and household chaos, that had not been a priori assumed. Even the most 

obvious concept of space provided new insight when examined by utilising GTM. 

In my research, the conceptual frame remains the transactional perspective of home, which 

includes the social, spatial and temporal (Altman & Rogoff 1987; Werner, Altman & Oxley 

1985). The process of data collection and continued engagement with the data is supportive of 

the process for data collection and analysis suggested by Werner, Altman and Brown (2002) 

within a transactional perspective. The transactional perspective of home does contain 

conceptualisations of the social, spatial and temporal, but these remain broad enough to allow 

new perspectives to emerge without compromise to the method employed. 

Problems with the qualitative interview process have been highlighted by any number of 

commentators (Flick 2002: Silverman 2014; Thomas 2011). The difficulties are exacerbated 

by the constant construction that occurs between the spoken interaction which occurs in the 

interview, transcription to text and from text to written research findings. Even in the first 

interaction between interviewer and interviewee/s the conversation is guided by the questions 

the interviewer asks and the conversation is constructed around the topic or problem being 

researched. Interviewees are often asked to recollect instances that will now be coloured by 

more recent or current experiences. What is selected for coding and categorizing lies 

ultimately in the hands of the researcher. Moving from the particular to the generalizable and 

claiming validity is thus a constructed approach involving ever further distance from the 

original verbal conversation (Fiske 2002; Silverman 2002, 2006).  

The response to these perceived limitations lies in the epistemological framework adopted for 

the research, ensuring that the method employed remains true to this framework, Thus it is 

important to acknowledge that ‘the world is socially constructed through different forms of 

knowledge - from everyday knowledge to science and art as “ways of world making” (Flick 

2002, p31. Distinction in this context is made between first- and second-degree constructions. 

The social sciences are understood as constructs of the second degree and the exploration of 

these constructs, that is ‘constructs of the constructs’ (Flick 2002, p31). It is the responsibility 

Flick (2002) maintains of the social sciences to, as much as possible and building on and 

guided by previous constructions, make sense of and explain daily life. Silverman likewise 
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maintains that it is the responsibility of the Social Scientist to interpret these individual and 

localized narratives based on their prior knowledge (Silverman 2006). 

In the context of this research I have attempted to honour the individual narratives by providing 

individualized vignettes of those interviewed as well as using GTM to indicate how these 

individual narratives and experiences can also reflect similarities of experience. The 

typification of the physical dwelling in Chapter Five, while reflective of many of the dwellings 

in which the interviews conducted, is not intended as a generalist perspective. Rather it 

provides a closer association between first- and second-degree contexts of the constructive 

process. 

4.6 Interview Selection and Analysis 

Selection of interviewees was undertaken through purposive (Silverman 2006) or theoretical 

(Flick 2002) sampling. The two terms are often used interchangeably (Silverman 2006), but a 

fine-grained difference between the two is seen when “the ‘purpose’ behind the ‘purposive’ 

sampling is not theoretically defined” (p. 82). Purposive or theoretical sampling means 

“selecting groups or categories to study on the basis of their relevance to your research 

question, your theoretical position” (Mason 1996, p. 93). The criteria for the theoretical 

sampling in this research included the following: The family was required to have been 

identified, or to have identified, as crowded, and had at least one young person aged 15 or over 

willing to participate in the interview. This did not necessarily mean that the family fitted the 

ABS definition of crowding, but that there was a perception of crowding either by caseworker 

or household. Most households interviewed numbered seven or above occupying, in the main, 

three-bedroom dwellings. Household numbers ranged between five and 12, with the majority 

containing seven to nine occupants. 

Five organisations participated in the selection and nomination of interviewees. These 

organisations were Melbourne City Mission and Kildonan Uniting Care (Shepparton), 

OzChild, Beyond Housing (North East Victoria), Child and Family Services in Ballarat and 

KUC. The four services were partner organisations of KUC in providing studios to identified 

families. However, not all families had received a KUC studio at the time of interview. Seven 

caseworkers were also interviewed from the participating organisations. In many households 

the casework had been completed due to a funding limitation of three months. Some 

caseworkers had changed employment. Two caseworkers approached declined to be 
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interviewed on grounds of confidentiality. The interview approach with these caseworkers 

followed the same format as with the households (Attachment 2) Caseworker interviews were 

understood as complimentary to the household interviews rather than stand alone. 

This did not include KUC, which does not interact with clients on a casework level but relies 

on partner organisations. The reason for the predominance of KUC nominated households 

involved ethics. Many statutory clients were not accessible since the Department of Health 

and Human Services would not give organisations permission to introduce these crowded 

households to the researcher, particularly those which included minors, even though these 

younger children were not to be interviewed. Caseworkers who worked or had worked with 

the families were interviewed but were also asked to reflect on their wider perspective of 

crowding from the considerable experience all of them had accumulated. In many households 

the casework had been completed due to a funding limitation of three months. Some 

caseworkers had changed employment. Two caseworkers approached declined to be 

interviewed on grounds of confidentiality. The interview approach with these caseworkers 

followed the same format as with the households (Attachment 2) Caseworker interviews were 

understood as complimentary to the household interviews rather than stand aloneNominating 

organisations were chosen to participate because they were known to me from my previous 

employment and they dealt with clients across a wide variety of housing and family needs 

inclusive of, but not exclusively for, crowding. 

Fourteen of the 16 households rented the house the family occupied and 12 of these where 

either managed by a community organisation or through the Victorian DHHS. Two 

households consisted of Indigenous Australians, two were of Pacific Island heritage and one 

was of Maori descent. The remaining households were Caucasian. Of the 16 households 

interviewed, four were two-parent/partner headed and the remainder were single-parent 

female headed. Of the 12 households that were single-parent female headed, six were 

grandparents taking on caring responsibility for grandchildren/young relatives. One household 

had accepted care for a young person voluntarily outside of a statutory request by the DHHS 

or through foster care, the consequence being no statutory financial provision for care was 

available at the time of interview. Eleven of the households received welfare payments of 

some type and all of these experienced significant financial challenges by their own admission. 

Only one household could be described as middle class by income. Apart from the first 

household interviews were conducted jointly with at least one adult carer and one young 
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person. The reason for the change was made due to a request from the second household 

interviewed to do it jointly. A richer picture emerged of the experiences of this household from 

the joint interview and it was decided to continue in this vein.  Interviews lasted one to one-

and-a-half hours and all except two were conducted in the family dwelling. The attached 

interview sheet was used as a guide (Attachment 2), but a more open process evolved over the 

course of the interviews. This was due to the emergence of themes in preliminary analysis 

with further exploration dictated by this iterative process within GTM. Selection of relevant 

case notes was determined by the application for additional space based on overcrowding. 

The table below provides a summary of household characteristics with level of risk of a young 

person becoming homeless that was ascertained prior to any additional space being provided 

in the cases where this occurred. 

Table 1. Demographic Breakdown of Households Interviewed with Level Risk of 

Homeless Assessed from Interviews 

Household 
 

Tenancy Ethnicity Household 
Composition 

No. of 
Bedrooms 

House 
Type 

Risk due 
to 
Perceived 
Crowding 

KUC 
Studio 

1 Rented Australian Five. 
Four children, 
all with a 
disability; one 
adult female 
carer 

 
3 

Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
No 

2 Rented Australian Seven. 
Five children, 
one with 
autism; two 
adults 

 
3 

Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
Moderate 

 
No 

3 Rented Australian Nine. 
Seven 
children; two 
adults 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
Yes 

4 Rented Australian Six. 
Five children; 
one adult 
female carer 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
Low 

 
No 

5 Rented Australian Eight 3 Free 
standing, 
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Four adults; 
four children 

private 
rental 

Moderate Yes 

6 Rented Australian Seven. 
Six adults; 
one teenager 

3 Free 
standing, 
private 
rental 

 
High 

 
Yes 

7 Rented Australian Nine to six. 
Eight children 
reducing to 
five children; 
one female 
adult carer 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
Yes 

8 Rented Australian Eight. 
Seven adults; 
one infant 

3 Free 
standing, 
private 
rental 

 
High 

 
Yes 

9 Rented Australian Nine. 
Eight 
children; one 
adult carer 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
Yes 

10 Rented Australian Nine. 
Seven 
children all 
with learning 
difficulties; 
one female 
adult carer; 
one 
intermittent 
male adult 

4 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
Yes 

11 Owner/ 
occupied 

Australian Eight. 
Six foster 
children; two 
adult carers 

5 Free 
Standing 

 
Low 

 
Yes 

        
12 Rented Pacific 

Islander 
Eleven. 
Eight 
children; three 
adults 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
Low 

 
Yes 

13 Owner/ 
occupied 

Australian Seven. 
Four 
grandchildren; 
three adults 

3 Free 
standing 

 
Low 

 
Yes 
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14 Rented Maori/Aus-
tralian 

Eleven 
reducing to 
seven. 
Four children; 
three adults 

3 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
No 

15 Rented Indigenous 
Australian 

Nine. 
Seven 
children; two 
adults 
 

4 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
Yes 

16 Rented Indigenous 
Australian 

Twelve. 
Three 
generations 

4 Free 
standing, 
social 
housing 

 
High 

 
No 

In addition to the interviews undertaken, 37 case notes were accessed from the KUC database 

of approximately 1,200 applications for installed studios. These case notes were brief notes 

provided by caseworkers on the Studio Application Form as a summary of the circumstances 

of the household on whose behalf the application was made. Random selection was made from 

applications numbering, in the KUC database, between the 700s and 900s, which incorporated 

years of application between 2013 and 2016. Many of the case notes were not exhaustive. 

Most included a brief summary of the circumstances of the family, the number of people in 

the household and the reason for the application for additional space to the main dwelling. 

This was not a statistical analysis. However, by far the most cited reason for application for 

additional space was to reduce the impact of crowding. Of the case notes reviewed, 50% 

involved grandparents or other older relatives providing care for grandchildren of younger 

relatives. This was consistent with the interviews conducted. Intellectual, learning and 

behavioural issues among the young people were also prevalent. Among case notes consulted, 

57% requested the additional space to mitigate the effects of crowding. 

Interviews were all undertaken by me. Interviewing is a constructive process (Charmaz 2006; 

Elliott 2005; Flick 2002). Meaning is made between those interviewed and the interviewer. 

An understanding of the characteristics and background of the interviewer is an important 

element in this process. Before undertaking this PhD, I was employed as Program Manager 

for KUC for two years. Prior to this employment, I worked for 20 years in the field of 

Adventure Therapy, providing therapeutic adventure programming for young people deemed 

at risk, particularly of educational disengagement. Many of the families my staff and I worked 

with in those years displayed similar demographic characteristics to those interviewed for this 
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research. I am also a mature age student who has a Masters Degree, a Diploma in Family and 

Narrative Therapy and a Diploma of Education. My association with KUC proved to be 

beneficial in accessing interviewees since the KUC name was well known and trusted in most 

households, even among those who had not received a KUC studio. 

4.7 Ethics and an Ethical Approach 

Ethics approval was given for this research process by Swinburne University Human Research 

Ethics Committee (SUHREC). Confirmation of satisfactory completion of all ethics 

requirements was received via email from SUHREC for this research project numbered 

2017/175 in April 2019 (see Appendix 1). The process approved for selection of interviewees 

involved an approach by me to the participating organisations requesting they identify families 

who would fit the purposive sampling cited above. These organisations were sent a letter of 

information regarding the nature and reason for the research. Families willing to participate 

were asked by the organisation whether they would allow a contact number to be provided to 

me. This was to allow me to contact them and provide further information to them verbally 

and via an approved letter. Once the information had been received, the families were again 

contacted to ask whether they were still willing to participate in the research, and if so, a time 

was confirmed for the interview. All interviews, except for two, were conducted in the family 

home. This provided greater insight for me in ascertaining the physical proportions of the 

family home when discussing crowding and limitation of space. Statements of consent were 

signed in hard copy by those interviewed. All families were offered opportunities to peruse 

findings of the research if they so desired, and one family has requested a copy of the findings 

upon completion. No identifiers are attached to these findings, and pseudonyms have been 

used in all direct quotations from interviewees. 

While there is necessarily a formal process for ethics approval for legitimated research, there 

is also an informal aspect to an ethical interview approach. This involves respect for those 

interviewed and an understanding of the power differential that exists between interviewee 

and interviewer. As a qualified Narrative and Family Therapist, I attempted to allow the 

narratives of those interviewed to direct the conversation, while using openings provided by 

the interviewees within the conversation to explore areas of interest for the research. A semi-

structured interview approach (Clive & Gobojaber 2011; Rapley 2011; Silverman 2006) was 

used, which provided a conversational guide rather than a prescriptive script. The willingness 
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of the interviewees to share their narratives, sometimes in graphic detail, was testament of the 

trust they had in the interview process as well as the honouring of their narratives. 

4.8 Summary 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated the consistency of the methodology and methods utilised 

in this research. The epistemological foundation of social constructionism provides 

background to the qualitative approach based on a transactional perspective of home. The 

relational dynamic incorporating social, spatial and temporal aspects of home provides the 

context for the exploration of crowding within residence. The transactional model provides 

for a wide variety of investigations within a socio-spatial context (Werner, Altman & Oxley 

1985). The three aspects of the transactional perspective, people, place and time, provide a 

solid conceptual framework for the investigation of how perceived crowding can affect young 

people and effect risk of homelessness. The temporal dimension demonstrates an 

understanding of how security and identity are shaped over time and within time. The 

possibility of a rich and nuanced insight into crowded households and possible risk of 

homelessness is increased by observing how young people appropriate, and become attached 

to, place. Social relations and physical interactions broaden and deepen this inquiry. Use of 

GTM allows for an exploration of these concepts in an iterative process that has provided new 

insights into crowding, its circumstances and impact for young people and their households. 

In the following chapters, I explore the experiences and practices of crowded households from 

the first-hand narratives provided by the interviewees as well as setting the scene for these 

interviews by describing the physical characteristics of the dwelling. This scene setting is part 

of the transactional approach, which considers the physical environment as well as the social 

and temporal. What follows in the next chapter is a collage of descriptions that reflects 

elements common to many of the physical dwellings visited. In the further chapters, the risk 

the experiences and practices of crowding can pose of homelessness for young people are 

explored within the contexts of space and crowding, chaos and risk and routine and ritual. 

Through these chapters, the social and spatial experiences and practices of people living in 

perceived crowded households are explored. Exploring these experiences and practices 

provides an insight into how they might contain a risk of homelessness to young people, thus 

answering my primary question as to how living in perceived crowded conditions can lead to 

such risk. 
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Chapter 5: Across the Threshold—Living in the Crowded House 

5.1 Introduction 

The following four chapters of my thesis are devoted to exploring the physical, social and 

temporal aspects of crowding following a transactional approach within the context of 

residence. The abductive use of GTM (Dey 2004) proved very useful in the discovery and 

understanding of the concepts articulated. Definitions of concepts articulated within the 

interviews are introduced and explored in the following chapters and brought to life through 

the narratives of those living the experience of residential crowding. The concepts of space 

and place have already been addressed extensively in Chapter 3. Household chaos and routine 

and ritual reflect the elements of a transactional approach, those being the physical (space and 

place), the social (household chaos) and the temporal (routine and ritual). The concept of 

stigma, while not being examined independent of crowding, plays a role in external attitudes 

and self-perception within crowded households. It stands as a unique finding within the 

context of crowding. The lived experience of these concepts is explored and described, 

particularly the relationship between the literal and metaphoric understanding of the space of 

place and the social implications of being bound, open and emergent. 

To situate the interviewees within their physical context, Chapter 5 also provides a compilation 

of the houses typical of those interviewed. Later, vignettes describing the households are 

included in Chapters 6 to 8. While these do not cover every household interviewed, they are 

used to highlight some of the typical circumstances encountered. 

The impact of this unique relationship between the social, physical and temporal aspects of 

place is explored in relation to the sense of security, attachment and belonging and how this 

may be compromised by the experience of crowding. A consistent theme discovered through 

the analysis of the interviews conducted for this research suggests a close connection between 

the physical limitations of the space of place and the social implications of this limitation. 

Educational, mental health and social capacity as well as the sense of being ‘at home’ may all 

be compromised in various ways, confirming the contextualising literature explored in 

Chapters 2 and 3. The perception of stigma and its resistances from within those who 

experience it is also part of the context of being bound open and emergent and is described in 

various ways within the interviews. It should always be borne in mind when reading these 
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chapters that they do not describe separate and distinct elements. Rather, they are parts of the 

whole dynamic system and necessarily overlap in description and experience since one 

element is characterised by the others. The exploration of all these elements within a 

transactional perspective of home describes a multidimensional context for crowding and the 

impact it can have on loss of a sense of home. 

Chapter 9 summarises the findings of the previous three chapters and seeks to answer the 

question of how living in crowded conditions can lead to a risk of homelessness for young 

people. While this research was devoted particularly to young people, this risk can impact the 

entire household in various ways. 

5.2 Chaos, Routine and Ritual and Stigma in Crowded Households 

I maintain risk of homelessness is heightened for young people when there is an imbalance 

between boundedness, openness and emergence in households that perceive themselves as 

crowded (as introduced above and expanded in Chapter 3). Using an abductive approach to 

GTM (Dey 2004), which allows for a dialogue between the knowledge of the researcher and 

the data, three categories from my analysis emerged, which were supportive of this claim for 

risk of homelessness. Space and place will be discussed extensively in the next chapter. Spatial 

limitation was pertinent to the physical dimensions of place and the impact the physical can 

have on the sense of being bound, open and emergent. The social dynamics of risk experienced 

within the space and place of home also emerged through categories of chaos, routine and 

ritual and stigma. Once these categories were identified, literature that provided a more 

extensive picture of the findings was reviewed, providing a richer picture of the implications 

of these categories for risk within the context of being bound, open and emergent. While each 

category has a significant theoretical base within the academy, discussion is restricted to 

relevance to this PhD thesis. Within these definitions, the metaphorical and literal 

circumstances of being bound, open and emergent are relevant to risk of homelessness for 

young people in crowded households. 

5.3 Household Chaos and Crowding 

In research initiated in the middle of the past century, studies suggested lack of stimulation led 

to underdevelopment in children (Evans & Wachs 2010). This research contributed to the 

belief of linear association between child development and stimulation. Constant stimulation 
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is met with continued positive response (Evans & Wachs 2010). However, as Evans and 

Wachs (2010) point out, a consensus began to emerge suggesting a more accurate 

representation was one of optimal stimulation. Too little stimulation led to underdevelopment, 

while too much had a similar effect. Environmental chaos was increasingly used to describe 

overstimulation in a child’s environment, leading to detrimental developmental outcomes. 

Studies began to emerge indicating detrimental developmental outcomes from overstimulated 

or chaotic environments, particularly within the home (Brown, ED & Low 2008; Evans et al. 

2005). Further studies have revealed negative responses to overstimulation within chaotic 

home environments (Brieant et al. 2017; Garrett-Peters et al. 2016; Kamp Dush, Schmeer & 

Taylor 2013; Shamama-tus-Sabah & Gillani 2011; Tucker et al. 2017). Household chaos has 

been characterised by excessive stimuli, noise, lack of routine, disturbed sleep patterns, 

frequent changes to family structure and living conditions and crowding (Evans et al. 2005; 

Garrett-Peters et al. 2016; Kamp Dush, Schmeer & Taylor 2013). Some have argued 

household chaos is simply code for low socio-economic status, but Evans and Wachs (2010) 

argue this is far too simplistic since household chaos is also to be found in middle and upper 

middle-class households. Through contributing authors, Evans and Wachs (2010) point out 

household chaos can be caused by: 

parental maladjustment; visual complexity; clutter and messiness; low supervision 
and monitoring; multiple caregivers and shuttling between locations; hurriedness and 
time pressure; cynicism and generalized mistrust in institutions; high workload, 
nonstandard working hours, and unstable employment; and high levels of fear, 
uncertainty, loss, or bewilderment, often linked with rapid economic or political 
upheaval or involuntary relocations. (p. 6) 

Personal capacity and response also contribute to a perception of chaotic circumstances and 

negative outcomes (Hanscombe et al. 2010). While acknowledging the complexity of defining 

household chaos and its extent, the working definition adopted for this thesis includes 

excessive noise, physical interaction, crowding, disturbed sleep patterns, transitory housing 

and lack of routine and structure in daily life (Berry et al. 2016; Evans et al. 2005; Evans & 

Wachs 2010; Kamp Dush, Schmeer & Taylor 2013; Spilsbury et al. 2017; Tucker et al. 2017; 

Weisner 2010). 

Most commentators who associate detrimental developmental outcomes with household chaos 

do so using Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Evans 2000). This 

model maintains “throughout the life course human development takes place through 

interaction between an individual, and other persons, objects and symbols in the immediate 
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environment” (Bronfenbrenner & Evans 2000, p. 118). This interaction is termed ‘proximal 

process’ (Bronfenbrenner & Evans 2000; Evans & Wachs 2010). Constant and repeated 

proximal process, depending on positive or negative interactions, may lead to the development 

of competence or dysfunction. 

Some commentators have suggested constant chaotic conditions within a household can lead 

to significant negative effects, such as sleep deprivation (Brown, ED & Low 2008), poor 

academic outcomes (Shamama-tus-Sabah & Gillani 2011), poor oral skills (Vernon-Feagans 

et al. 2012), loss of future aspiration (Tucker et al. 2017) and diminished social and cognitive 

development (Berry et al. 2016; Evans et al. 2005; Evans & Wachs 2010). Loss of sense of 

control, failure to maintain a sense of ontological security and subsequent loss of individual 

and cultural identity (Dunn, Schaefer-McDaniel & Ramsey 2010; Weisner 2010) can all be 

the consequence of continued exposure to household chaos. Chaos can be a marker for a life 

out of control. The inability to maintain elective privacy is an indicator of a lack of control 

over one’s life and can be a consequence of crowding (Altman 1975; Gifford 2014). Many of 

these effects were identified in the interviews conducted for this research. Households 

interviewed displayed disturbed sleep patterns, lack of educational engagement and/or 

aspiration, loss of sense of control and elective privacy, and loss of identity and ontological 

security. These can all be indicative of combinations of being bound within the social and 

spatial aspects of crowding while limiting the possibilities for openness and emergence, such 

as educational aspiration and employment opportunity. 

Similarities between Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model, a transactional perspective and 

the social and spatial context of residence are unsurprising, given that all seek to accommodate 

the social, environmental and temporal aspects and acknowledge their importance. Household 

chaos linked to crowding (among other things) has the potential to inhibit the development of 

the young person on several levels. The inability to engage more fully with place when the 

normal family routines are either ignored or are difficult to maintain may lead to a of lack of 

attachment to home (Easthope 2004; O’Connor 2018). Experience of the thinness of place 

(Casey 2001) is exacerbated by a lack of routinisation, chaos and crowding. Lack of routine 

and rhythm in the everyday, the things that assist in the construction of identity, home and 

belonging (O’Connor 2018), lead to a lack of attachment to family and place. The micro-

practices of place (Casey 2001) that help bind one to place and, over time, develop a sense of 

home, identity and belonging, are compromised through crowding and chaos. The complex 
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relational infrastructure (Casey 2001) of the ‘normal’ is eroded. Home becomes a place to 

leave, to escape. The impact of household chaos can be observed to have a ‘binding’ effect on 

young people. Household chaos restricts those elements within individuals that allow them to 

emerge and aspire (Brieant et al. 2017; Tucker et al. 2017). Being bound within chaos limits 

the possibility of emergence. Loss of cultural and personal identity, sense of control of one’s 

life and lack of ontological security increase the sense of rootlessness for young people and 

lay the foundation for risk of homelessness. 

5.4 Routine, Ritual and Crowding 

Routine and ritual have been associated with positive aspects of family life that help cement a 

sense of security, belonging and identity (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Fiese 2006; Fiese 

et al. 2002; Fiese & Parke 2002; O’Connor 2018). Family routine and ritual first emerged as 

an area of concerted study in the mid-1950s in a therapeutic context examining alcoholism 

recovery within families (Fiese et al. 2002). Since that time, research has encompassed a more 

diverse range of routines and rituals associated with family life, including divorce (Bakker, 

Karsten & Mulder 2015), the practice of home (O’Connor 2018), health and well-being in the 

family and young people, parenting and family maintenance (Fiese et al. 2002). However, 

according to Fiese (2006), the operational definition of routine and ritual has remained 

challenging. 

Barbara Fiese (2006) has played a prominent role in more recent research, providing a working 

definition of routine and ritual. Fiese (2006) and Fiese and Parke (2002) maintain the 

difference between routine and ritual is to be found between utility and meaning. Routine 

provides the utility of family life to allow it to function on the level of performance of the 

everyday tasks. Conversely, ritual is performative of meaning and symbolism (White, J 1996). 

The difference and similarity are best described by communication, commitment and 

continuity (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Fiese & Parke 2002). Routine involves 

“instrumental communication conveying what needs to be done” (Fiese 2006, p. 10). Routine 

implies action and is momentary, utilitarian and even perfunctory. While repetitive, such as 

collecting the mail or the milk, it requires little thought and describes the regulated practices 

of life to ensure the smooth function of family life. Commitment to the family is implied in 

routine only in as much as a task or tasks need to be done to maintain smooth family function. 

Conversely, ritual also involves repetition with the added dimension of communicating a 
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meaning of who we are and to whom we belong (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Fiese 2006; 

O’Connor 2018; White, J 1996). 

The performance of ritual is not simply a task on the lineal progress of work time, but involves 

past, present and future in cyclical re-presentation (White, J 1996). Such re-presentation 

engages traditions of the past adapted to the ritual of the present to construct a continuity of 

meaning for future possibilities. Ritual is not locked into dead tradition but re-adapts each new 

performance to the present built on the past (O’Connor 2018). Each new undertaking of the 

ritual is a cyclical re-presentation of past and present to secure the future within a sense of 

knowing who we are, to whom we belong and how we will be (White, J 1996; O’Connor 

2018). Both A White (2010) and J White (1996) as well as O’Connor (2018) observe a 

mythological element within the ritual performance. Time is not simply progressive or lineal 

but is also ‘time-within-time’ confirmatory of all the symbolism attached to the performance 

and enriched by each new performance. Ritual incorporates preparation, performance and 

reminiscence (Fiese 2006). Reminiscence incorporates past events into the present 

performance. With present performance, reminiscence serves to combine two times frames, 

past and future, where we have come from and where we are going. This provides a 

“generational continuity to rituals such that they encapsulate family identity and investment 

in how the family will continue to be” (Fiese 2006, p. 10). 

However, it is possible that routine can also be incorporated into ritual and it is this merging 

of the two which makes for challenging definitional clarity. Family mealtime requires routine 

preparation for the meal to occur, but the communication at the mealtime may be highly 

ritualistic and imbued with deep meaning (Fiese 2006). Routine is reflective of the mundane 

while ritual of the symbolic (O’Connor 2018). Seminal rituals take on magnified meaning and 

include, in Western culture, such celebrations as birthdays, religious festivals and 

anniversaries (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Werner, Brown & Altman 2002) as well as 

unique family events. 

Performance of routine and ritual is considered overwhelmingly positive for family life and 

child development (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Brieant et al. 2017; Fiese & Parke 2002; 

O’Connor 2018; Tucker et al. 2017). However, it has been suggested that there are some risks 

involved with family routine and ritual, such as perpetuation of family conflict and stress on 

those who undertake the safekeeping and continuation of family ritual (Leach & Braithwaite 

1996). Routine may be of a negative nature and serve to embed negative aspects of family life, 
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particularly in relational dynamics of partners or parents to children (Bakker, Karsten & 

Mulder 2015; Fiese & Parke 2002). If ritual becomes perfunctory, the content is lost and only 

the form remains. Failure to understand the ‘deep structure’ of ritual renders the performance 

empty of meaning (Fiese 2006; O’Connor 2018). Routine under constant compulsion creates 

resentment without commitment. Routine may be necessary to provide the smooth operation 

of daily life, but it can also confirm instability when it reflects inadequacy of resources. This 

becomes a ‘making do’ while being unmade. This making do while being unmade is reflected 

in the routine of families interviewed, where the routine is developed to accommodate a 

crowded household, such as the construction and dismantling of bedding daily or mealtimes 

that are disjointed due to lack of space. While providing a certain security of continuity, the 

routine also underscores the temporary nature of belonging and creates a sense of 

impermanence. 

From the definition above, routine and ritual constitute possibilities of being bound open and 

emergent. Routine and ritual are activities and symbols that provide meaning, security and 

identity within family life. Not only do they ensure the ease of performance of daily life but 

also a temporal experience of capturing the past and pointing to the future. By being bound 

into the experience of routine and ritual, performed largely within the context and place of 

home, individuals within the family develop a sense of meaning, identity and belonging. Being 

bound within the routine and ritual of home allows for openness and emergence towards the 

future constituted on firm foundations of identity, attachment and belonging. By contrast, if 

routine exacerbates a perception of inadequacy and ritual is perfunctory without meaning, loss 

of identity and meaning and belonging may occur. One may become bound without the 

capacity for openness and emergence, and the cyclical repetition of events is a reminder of 

loss rather than possibility. Cast adrift without a sense of who one is and who one may aspire 

to be creates an alienation and sense of ‘homelessness’, bound without hope. 

5.5 Stigma and Crowding 

Stigma only emerged as an identified concept late in the research interviews undertaken with 

crowded households and case workers utilising GTM. One case worker observed crowded 

households could be stigmatised owing to the association between the occupation of social 

and community housing and the number of children in the household. Stigmatising processes 

appeared relevant to several households interviewed. It is necessary to define the meaning of 
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stigma and its potential effects on the experiences and practices of young people living in 

crowded households. I maintain stigma is readily aligned with the metaphoric sense of being 

bounded, open and emergent. Stigma provides an example of how self-identity and 

stereotyping conspire to create a perception of being bound within social and cultural 

experiences, with subsequent loss of openness and emergence. The task in this section is not 

to provide a comprehensive overview of the literature of stigma, which is vast (Hannem 2012), 

but to provide a working definition appropriate to the commentary provided in the interviews 

conducted for this thesis. 

Stigma is a direct derivation of the ancient Greek noun ‘στιγμα’, which means ‘mark’, ‘dot’ 

or ‘sign’ (Weiner & Lorber 2014). The material realisation of this sign was branding of slaves, 

criminals or traitors for identification purposes, with the sign being modified for certain tasks, 

such as a household slave, sexual slave and agricultural labourer (Weiner & Lorber 2014). The 

mark or sign was used to assist free men and women to avoid undesirables in the community. 

The Judeo-Christian Biblical narrative of the murder of Abel by his brother Cain, with its 

outcome of Cain being ‘marked’ for identification as a murderer, has become emblematic of 

stigma. The ‘mark of Cain’, now used metaphorically, stems from the mark applied to Cain 

after he murdered his brother. This mark was not only an identifier of one who was a murderer 

but also served as a warning that if anyone killed Cain, their retribution would be worse than 

that for the original deed. Those carrying the stigma of identity were bound to that identity and 

their social role limited within that identity. 

Notwithstanding these early historical narratives, interest in stigma as a research area emerged 

through the work of Goffman (1963) with his book Stigma: Notes on the Management of 

Spoiled Identity. Commentators have acknowledged Goffman’s contribution to the concept of 

stigma (Halnon et al. 2001; Hannem 2012; Link & Phelan 2001; Sampson 2008) and his 

definition, which saw stigma as an “attribute that is deeply discrediting” reducing the bearer 

“from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one” (Goffman 1963, p. 3). It has been 

suggested this definition and the focus of Goffman was concentrated on the individual, without 

any great interest in the structural causes for the imposition of the stigma (Hannem 2012; Link 

& Phelan 2001). Link and Phelan (2001), noting this critique, provided a more comprehensive 

definition of stigma while acknowledging different disciplines would approach the issue from 

differing perspectives. Stigma was considered by Goffman as a relational association between 

‘attribute and stereotype’ (Link & Phelan 2001, p. 366). Link and Phelan expanded this 
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relational association, identifying five convergent components. The five components were 

labelling, negative stereotyping, categorising for separation, status loss and adverse balance 

of power (Link & Phelan 2001, p. 367). The adverse balance of power infers: 

stigmatization is entirely contingent on access to social, economic, and political 
power that allows the identification of differentness, the construction of stereotypes, 
the separation of labelled persons into distinct categories, and the full execution of 
disapproval, rejection, exclusion, and discrimination. (Link & Phelan 2001, p. 367) 

In addressing this imbalance of power, Hannem (2012) links the individual approach of 

Goffman with Foucault’s constructed discourses of power and meaning. This combination, 

according to Hannem (2012), contributes to a greater understanding of the social process 

involved in the construction of stigmatising and its impact on the individual. Confirming this 

association, stigma has been noted as the discrepancy between the ‘virtual’ and the ‘actual’ 

(Reutter et al. 2010), where the virtual reflects the social construction and the actual is 

representative of the personal. “Stigma is usually associated with those circumstances wherein 

virtual identity is more negative than actual identity” (Reutter et al. 2010, p. 298). 

Stigmatisation of public housing, in which most of those interviewed for this thesis lived, has 

been because of systematic policy processes in Australia over several years (Jacobs & 

Flanagan 2013). This has resulted in residualisation of public housing negatively affecting the 

inhabitants and encouraging further negative stereotyping (Jacobs & Flanagan 2013). 

Government underinvestment in new housing and renovation of existing stock, lack of 

availability to anyone except the most in need and corralling of populations of similar socio-

economic status into limited geographic areas of disadvantage have all contributed to 

stigmatising of public and social housing tenants (Jacobs & Flanagan 2013). 

To my knowledge, no work has been undertaken in Australia on the association between 

stigma, crowding and public housing, exclusive of Indigenous Australians. The research for 

this thesis has not attempted to associate public housing with crowding, but association 

between the two appeared to be more than incidental. Studies, such as that by Hulse and 

Saugeres (2008), do suggest a link between external surveillance and housing insecurity, while 

Jacobs and Flanagan (2013) make a strong case for understanding stigma in relation to public 

housing failure, poverty and Government policy. One could assume residential crowding 

within public housing falls within these parameters, but it is not explicitly stated, while 

assumption can also be a reflection of stigmatising through stereotyping. 
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The effect of stigmatising can become what Blaine and McClure Benchley (2018) call a ‘self-

fulfilling prophecy’. The virtual or social construct of the stigma encourages one to believe 

that this is what I am and this is what I will be. The perception of the actual (personal) becomes 

more negative as a response to the virtual (social). As Reutter et al. (2010) acknowledge: 

stigma is a key component of processes of social exclusion because, almost by 
definition, people who are stigmatized are negatively valued …, and are, therefore, 
vulnerable to exclusion. Indeed, social exclusion can be viewed primarily as a 
discriminatory response to processes of stigmatization. (p. 298) 

In a crowded dwelling with limited resources spatially, socially and financially, and often 

located in an area with low socio-economic status, stigmatising of crowded households as 

having too many children or ‘breeding like rabbits’ and/or ‘coming from the wrong side of the 

tracks’ is amplified. Stigmatising has the effect of stereotyping and categorising towards 

similarity (Blaine & McClure Benchley 2018). All who fit such categories are open to 

stigmatising and exclusion from normal cultural, social and educational possibilities. The 

feeling of surveillance from external parties, such as landlords/agents, including Government 

and community agency workers, exacerbates the perception of feeling under scrutiny and 

being deficient and insecure (Hulse & Saugeres 2008). Thus, there is a conflation in the stigma 

of crowding between the spatial context (dwelling and neighbourhood), the external 

perception (household numbers) and impact of stigmatising over time. Identity, belonging and 

attachment are all affected by the ‘stigmata’ of the physical and the social within the context 

of crowding. This is an example of the metaphoric context of being bound by external 

stigmatising and the living out of the stigma as an identity of self. 

However, stigma is not necessarily determinative of life choices and can foster resistance and 

strength in those who choose to oppose the labelling and stereotyping (Halnon et al. 2001; 

Hannem 2012). Nevertheless, stigma is a powerful instrument and the capacity for resistance 

can often be overwhelmed by the imbalance of power that serves to confirm it. Being bound 

by the stigma of crowding within social housing does not easily afford openness and 

emergence personally and socially. The lack of openness and emergence and the ability to 

engage socially without prejudice can affect one’s sense of security, belonging and attachment 

concomitant with being at home (Hulse & Saugeres 2008). Future aspiration and possibility 

can be compromised by being bound within the confines of stigma, and the possibility of being 

‘without’ home or ‘crowded out’ is magnified. Those who are determined as ‘normals’ 

(Hannem 2012; Link & Phelan 2001) have the avenues of opportunity open to them. The road 
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to secure emergence in education, employment aspiration and life choices built on the 

boundedness or boundaries of home consists of far fewer obstacles. 

5.6 The Physical Dwelling 

In this section, I describe, through a compilation of the households interviewed, the physical 

characteristics of the dwelling of those interviewed. This description is not of one dwelling 

but based on typical aspects of the dwellings that I visited when interviewing the families for 

this research. Not all households displayed all of the characteristics discussed, but rather, these 

are viewed as typical elements within several households. The description is accompanied by 

photographs to assist in painting the picture of the physical space of the place people inhabit. 

In addition, a photographic description is included of the additional space provided to some 

families through a KUC studio. The additional space may be one- or two-bedroom énsuite. 

The observational narrative and my personal response provide a context for the interviews 

undertaken. All the interviews, except for two, were undertaken in the families’ homes. It was 

important to gain a feeling for the physical space that people inhabited, since I have maintained 

there is a significant relational dynamic between the material and the social. The relational 

dynamic between the social and the spatial is at the heart of this exploration to ascertain 

whether it might increase the risk of homelessness. The description of the typical dwelling is 

undertaken as observation and reaction. My observation and reaction to physical space are 

culturally contextualised, as I have maintained is that of the families who dwell there. The 

family’s reaction to their dwelling is recorded through the analysis of the interviews provided 

in the following chapters. The narrative provides a background and counterpoint to the 

interviews with the families undertaken for my research. 

 Neighbourhood 

The neighbourhood consists of houses of similar vintage. Most of them are small and are 

Government housing stock. A little attached porch on many of the houses provides the signal 

as to the location of the front door. Cars of all types and descriptions are in the driveways, 

which consist of two narrow strips of concrete. These strips terminate sometimes in a 

makeshift carport, sometimes on an open expanse of concrete and sometimes just end. Cars 

are also parked on front lawns and nature strips, which are brown and dusty from continual 

use and the burning sun of an Australian summer. Some cars are in various stages of disrepair, 
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without wheels and/or various doors, bonnets or boots open or unattached. Stunted trees and 

shrubs fail to provide shade or greening for which they may have been intended. The houses 

are red brick, mostly rectangular, I presume for ease of construction, with repeatable 

dimensions and only slightly differing configurations. 

 Reaction 

This is not like the neighbourhood I come from. My neighbourhood is overwhelmingly green 

with trees lining the streets, costal vegetation providing cover and natural landscaping that 

hides many houses behind a dense cover. My neighbourhood was also established as an 

affordable housing option for people living out of Melbourne. It once had dirt roads and small 

rectangular Western red cedar houses, many of which were Government housing in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. Over many years, the suburb has been gentrified. The small 

weatherboard houses have either been purchased as holiday houses, extended and renovated 

until they are almost unrecognisable, similar to mine, or demolished and replaced with new 

houses. Some houses are little more than shacks but are rendered ‘fashionable’ by the location 

and the gradual gentrification that is still occurring. The contrast between what I feel about 

my neighbourhood and what I have driven into could not be starker. I have visited 

neighbourhoods such as these, not just for the interviews conducted for my current research, 

but in employment roles spanning 20 years. I still have a sense of the alien, that I do not belong. 

There is also a sense of sadness that disadvantage leads to greater disadvantage. I am aware 

this is my judgement as I drive through the neighbourhood, but it nevertheless remains a potent 

cultural difference in any initial assessment I make. 

 The External House 

Externally, the house appears of similar vintage to all the others in the street and 

neighbourhood I have just driven through. It is red brick with two concrete drive strips leading 

to steps, which lead to the small covered porch with crazed fibreglass or polycarbonate panels 

for weather and sun protection. Similar to every other house in the neighbourhood, it has 

probably been built in the late 1960s or early 1970s and reflects a little of the house I grew up 

in as a young teenager. This house provides a home for seven children and two adults, nine 

people in total. Two children have a cognitive disability and require special needs provision. 

From the outside, it does not appear large enough to accommodate that number. Many pairs 

of shoes (Image 1) are arrayed outside the front door. The number seems to be more than the 
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number of people in the house, but that may be because I am not used to seeing so many pairs 

of shoes all together. 

  

Image 1: Shoes Arrayed Outside a Crowded House of Nine People (used with 

permission of KUC, Jan. 2019). 

The garden is untended with grass and weeds growing in what once passed for garden beds, 

delineated by half rounds of concrete. Any grass passing for lawn is eroded by the constant 

roll of compacting car wheels and suffers from lack of water under the burning Australian 

summer sun. Gardening costs time, money and energy, probably all three of which are in short 

supply in this household. The surrounds of the house do not appear to provide any conducive 

outdoor play area for the children. A broken swing for children can be seen in the back yard 

through the half-open gate. The front door has a fly screen door in some state of disrepair. 

When the main front door is opened, it is so dark inside that it is impossible to see the person 

through the screen door until one’s eyes adjust to the gloom inside. 

 Reaction 

My immediate reaction to the external physical properties of the house, I would like to be able 

to say, are neutral, but that is not the case. No matter how hard I struggle to overcome the 

perspectives I have, it feels little like a home to me. It feels drab and depressing, as if the 

aesthetics of place simply do not matter. Does the family inside regard this place as home, or 

is it more like accommodation, enough to keep them dry and warm (suffocatingly hot in 

summer), but with little of the symbolic dimensions that make for a home, which are also 
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characterised by the physical. How is one meant to develop a sense of attachment to place and 

all that it implies if the place itself appears to offer no invitation? I am aware people do become 

attached to place because of, and sometimes despite, the nature of the place itself, but from 

the outside looking in, it looks like nobody cares this is meant to be a ‘home’ for people to 

build a sense of belonging, identity and future possibility. The structuring of this space into a 

place feels like that of confinement rather than possibility, of people bound rather than 

emergent. 

 The Internal House 

The front door to the house opens onto a small entrance area. Two doors lead off this area. 

One leads to the kitchen dining area and the other to a small separate lounge (Image 2). 

Through the lounge, another hallway leads to the three bedrooms and bathroom laundry areas. 

The tiny lounge accommodates a couch and television. Dark olive carpet covers the lounge 

area. It appears old and very worn. Plastic and cardboard boxes are stacked around the walls, 

accommodating, what appears at first glance, clothing, toys and other belongings of the 

children in the family. Presumably many of the children sit on the floor to watch television. I 

am later informed the couch serves as a bed for one of the adult carers in the family. Her niece 

sleeps in a tiny alcove in the same lounge room in an area free of boxes. 

 
Image 2: A Cluttered Lounge that Doubles as a Bedroom for Two Young People (used 

with permission of KUC, Jan. 2019). 
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The kitchen/dining area consists of a small dining table pushed against the wall underneath a 

window, providing only three sides for seating access. Four chairs are around the table, two at 

each end and two on the third side away from the wall. The table sits underneath a window. 

The curtains are drawn in an effort to keep the house cool in the heat of the summer, explaining 

the lack of natural light. Even without the curtains drawn, the house would be gloomy since 

the windows are of the wooden sash variety with heavy frames and small dimensions. The 

kitchen has recently been renovated through the maintenance program of the State Housing 

Department. It has dark blue/green cupboards and drawers and dark benchtops. There is also 

an overhead cupboard above the L-shaped return of the same colour, which seems to suck 

from the room any remaining light. The entire space for the dining/kitchen area for nine people 

would not measure, at a guess, more than 15 square metres. Spillover from the dining area 

occurs in the lounge area when meals are served. It is impossible for the whole family to sit 

around the dining table at any one time. The configuration of the new kitchen was the same as 

had existed previously. There had been a request that the configuration be altered to open the 

space a little more and give the appearance of greater space. According to the mother, this 

would have involved dispensing with the overhead cupboard, placing cupboards on the third 

wall of the kitchen and having an open bench facing the dining table. It was felt the colour of 

the cabinetry could have been lighter to also provide a sense of space. None of these requests 

were accommodated, providing a constant reminder of the powerlessness of those who have 

decisions made for them rather than have the financial resources to make them themselves. 

Small adjustments such as these would allow people to feel more involved in their home-

making and have a greater sense of belonging and attachment to their place of home. 

The passageway is used as storage area for bedding, a pram and other larger household items 

(Image 3). This restricts access to the kitchen and bathroom area to one access through the 

kitchen. The mother worries that the smaller children could be in danger of hot cooking 

spills owing to the necessity of access through the kitchen. 
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Image 3: A Passage Used for Storage in a Crowded House (used with permission of 

KUC, Jan. 2019). 

The bathroom consists of a bath with a showerhead over the bath and sliding privacy curtain. 

The bathroom appears capable of accommodating two people if one was showering and the 

other performing some ablution. Nine toothbrushes arrayed in several mugs along the window 

shelf are a reminder of just how many people need to be accommodated in the house. The 

carer complained that the bath/shower was difficult to step into and out of for one of the older 

members in the family and was a potential risk for slipping and causing injury. The 

Government departmental response was a rail to hold onto in the shower. The toilet consists 

of a single small room, the type of which is common in many older houses in Australia. What 

is not common is the demand of nine people on such small spaces and single amenities. Most 

houses in Australia are now built with at least two bathrooms and toilets. The laundry area is 

a small space, which might now be found in a small, single- or double-room modern apartment 

and described as a European Laundry However, for a family of nine people the space appears 

inadequate. Storage for detergents, mops, brooms and other cleaning materials is on open 

shelves next to the washing machine in easy reach of small children, which is of some concern 

to the mother. There is no linen press or further cupboards of any kind in the house. 

The three bedrooms, by current standards, are tiny and have no wardrobes, built in or 

freestanding, owing to lack of space. Lack of storage leads to a chaos of clutter (Image 4). The 

main bedroom is occupied by the daughter of the mother of the household. This daughter also 
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shares the room with her infant daughter. Plastic boxes are stacked along the walls for storage 

of clothing, linen and infant needs. The second bedroom has a single bed and a bunk bed 

accommodating three female teenagers. 

 

Image 4: A Cluttered Bedroom Sleeping Three Teenagers (used with permission of 

KUC, Jan. 2019). 

This room is much smaller than the main bedroom and only just accommodates the two beds. 

Opening the full width of the door is not possible since it strikes the foot of the single bed. 

Storage is managed with soft cases and cardboard boxes at the foot of each bed and behind the 

door. The third bedroom is of similar size to the second and accommodates two single beds 

for two older teenage boys. Storage boxes are again used, but ‘storage’ in this room is a very 

loose term for the clutter that exists due to the lack of storage space. The lounge room, as 

mentioned before, doubles as the bedroom for the two remaining members of the family, the 

mother and her niece. There is little in the way of personal decoration either with artefacts or 

hung pictures. Wall space is at a premium, and personal items only contribute to the clutter 

rather than assist in identifying the place of home (Jacobs & Malpas 2013; King 2017). 

At the back of the house, underneath a temporary shelter, are stored new appliances still in 

their cardboard boxes since there is no room for them in the house. They appear to be 

deteriorating in the weather. While the backyard is large enough for a play area, the grass is 

long and overgrown and does not feel hospitable for young children. I am advised the family 

cannot afford a mower and nobody in the family has ever used a mower previously. There is 
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an ageing caravan in the yard that has been used as accommodation for two boys in the family. 

It has deteriorated so badly it can no longer be used. 

 Reaction 

The house feels small and claustrophobic on entry, and I cannot help wondering how nine 

people can live in such a small space. That they achieve this with a degree of safety and 

security is testament to their resilience rather than to any quality of the place other than it 

providing basic shelter. I find myself acknowledging many people in the world live in far more 

straitened circumstances than what is before me, but the comparison with what I would assume 

to be an acceptable standard in Australian society is bleak. Remarkably, while this house does 

need at least two more bedrooms to accommodate the number in the family, it does not meet 

the statistical definition of severe overcrowding. There is no doubt that this house feels very 

crowded. I do not feel at home in this place. No doubt this is because of my social and cultural 

expectations of what constitutes a home. I am to discover that this family does not consider 

this dwelling a home. 

 Resistance 

Stigma, as defined in this chapter, not only carries negative stereotypes but also has the seeds 

of resistance for those who feel otherwise about themselves and their circumstances (Hannem 

2012). There are households who feel their dwelling and the location is very much home to 

them despite significant crowding and the neighbourhood being similar to what I described 

above. Through long association and family ties and, in some cases, gratitude for what had 

been provided, they experience the sense of ‘home’ that is indicative of attachment to place, 

personal and social identity with the neighbourhood and strong sense of family. These families 

express no sense of stigma associated with their family, house or neighbourhood. Their sense 

of home is expressed with pride, not just in their family and dwelling but in the neighbourhood 

where they live. 

5.7 The KUC Studio 

Among families interviewed for this research, 11 out of 16 had received additional space in 

the form of a KUC studio. KUC studios are single- or double-bedroom, depending on the 

additional accommodation required. These studios contain an énsuite, shelving and desk to 

accommodate storage and study nook for young people. The response to the additional space 
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was invariably positive, claiming such things as renewed sense of family cohesion, 

establishment of privacy and identity and renewed educational engagement. A description, 

including photographs of this space, is provided as background to those comments within the 

interviews conducted for my research. 

The studios are prefabricated. The entire kit is flat-packed with pre-assembled frames and 

transported via truck to the installation location. Studios can be erected and fully fitted within 

10 days. The studios are built with Durra Panel ™, an environmentally friendly product made 

from straw without additional chemical binders. They have a life-span of 20 years and can be 

relocated up to four times. External cladding is made of Colourbond. There is a modern sweep 

to a curved roof line, also in Colourbond. A security door is provided and there are five 

windows in the single bedroom unit, which provides a light and airy feeling (Images 5 & 6). 

 

Image 5: A Single-Bedroom KUC Studio Installed (used with permission of KUC, Jan. 

2019). 
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Image 6: A Two-Bedroom Studio Installed with Access Ramp (used with permission of 

KUC, Jan. 2019). 

The studios are well insulated following an upgrade three years ago and are now five-star rated 

for insulation properties. The studios are usually installed into the yards of the main dwelling 

and are approved for construction by Victorian State legislation. This legislation is important 

since it expedites construction and minimises application costs. No cooking facilities are 

provided. It is the philosophy of KUC that young people who are accommodated by the studios 

continue to share family time with their family through shared meals and regular participation 

in family activities. The quality of the construction is considered important since it conveys a 

level of affirmation to the family and particularly the young person of the value placed on 

them and their continued welfare. Analysis provided in Chapter 6 concerning the importance 

of quality of space reinforces this affirmation. The space of the studio, while not being by any 

means palatial, creates a sense of possibility through a renewed sense of identity and 

belonging, not just to a family but to a wider community of care. 

This chapter has defined the concepts identified through my analysis of the interviews. It has 

also described the typical housing conditions of the research participants and illustrated the 

physical aspects of the KUC studios. 
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Chapter 6: Boundedness of the Space of Place 

6.1 Introduction 

Throughout Chapters 6–8, I explore the social, spatial and temporal practices and experiences 

of research participants living in perceived crowded conditions. This exploration is based on 

the narratives of those embedded in the day-to-day experiences of crowding and the practices 

that ensue. It is these practices and experiences that provide a window into living in perceived 

crowded conditions and how they can contribute to, or mitigate risk of, homelessness for 

young people. Chapter 9 provides a summary of these findings and places them within the 

context of how they may or may not contribute to risk of homelessness for young people and 

implications for defining crowding as homelessness. 

In this chapter, I explore the use of the term ‘space’ and how people experience space within 

the place in which they dwell. The experience and practices of those who perceive themselves 

as crowded and spatially constrained are described using the interviewees’ own narratives. 

The relationship between the materiality (Miller 2010) of the dwelling and the social is 

examined to understand the experience of space in place over time and how this experience 

influences risk of homelessness for young people. The first section will explore the physical 

aspects of space and place as described in the interviews and how they affect the social within 

the household. The second section examines the quality of space and the impact this has on a 

sense of belonging and risk of homelessness for young people. The desire for personal privacy 

is regularly raised as a significant issue in the data. The role space plays in the ability of 

members of a household to maintain privacy boundaries, and the effect it has on the young 

people interviewed, is critical to understanding risk of homelessness from crowded 

circumstances. Section 3 examines this connection between space, privacy and risk. The final 

section examines the impact lack of space has on the capacity of young people to engage 

adequately in disciplined study. The inadequacy of space for academic progress is mentioned 

as important by caregivers, young people and caseworkers alike, and is viewed as an ongoing 

risk factor for young people. Configured space that affords either the sense of being bound, or 

the possibility of emergence, underpins the assessment of each section examined below. 

Vignettes are used to provide descriptive examples for the reader of households interviewed. 
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This research seeks to understand how living in perceived crowded conditions may lead to a 

risk of homelessness for young people by examining the socio-spatial experiences and 

practices of people living in crowded households. The configured space of a dwelling is the 

context for the social functioning of each household. The social does not occur at a point in 

time but unfolds over time. The relationship that occurs in a household between the spatial, 

social and temporal is critical to the perception of crowding and the risk it may pose to 

homelessness for young people. 

In a transactional perspective, the environment is one element within the system that includes 

the social and temporal. However, the social and temporal elements of household function 

always occur within configured space, localised in a place. Use of the term ‘space’ in the 

interviews conducted for this research is most often associated with the space that is defined 

by the built environment of the dwelling. Space is also used sometimes to describe the 

immediate neighbourhood that is proximate to the dwelling. The sense of available space is 

defined by the configuration of space that signifies ‘place’. Space is understood within the 

structure of place (Malpas 2012). Space and place are contiguous and yet remain distinct. What 

occurs over time socially within the space of place captures the experience of dwelling and 

the impact this experience has on those who dwell there. Space is defined by the container 

(shape, size, colour and configuration), that which is contained within and without and the 

space between what is contained (Malpas 2012). When space is limited in a crowded 

household, a sense of being bound is created and a loss of sense of place, belonging and 

attachment may result. Limitation by the physical configuration of space contributes to feeling 

‘bound’ on many levels and can lead to a risk of homelessness. Adequacy of the space to 

accommodate the social leads to possibilities described as ‘extendedness’ or ‘emergence’ 

(Malpas 2012), a sense of belonging and identity contributing to being ‘at home’. 

6.2 Space, the Material and Crowding 

As discussed earlier, the delineation of space by the structure and configuration of a dwelling 

is what constitutes a house. When the symbolic/emotional aspects of dwelling are experienced 

within this house, it becomes a home to those who dwell there (King 2008). Much attention 

has been given to the symbolic/emotional and social aspects of home, but less attention has 

been paid to the interaction between the materiality of the dwelling and identity for those who 

dwell (Jacobs & Malpas 2013), and the impact this has over time on risk of homelessness. The 



122 

families I spoke to indicate people have an acute awareness of the relational interaction 

between themselves and their house and the impact it has on their identity and sense of home. 

Social activities undertaken within the space of place constitute a sense of attachment and 

belonging. This serves to ameliorate risk of homelessness for those young people who “dwell”, 

a term used by King (2008) to describe the unselfconscious act of dwelling within the safety 

and security of home. 

 The Materiality of the Dwelling 

In all but four of the interviews conducted, the houses occupied were rented from Community 

Housing Organisations, or from Government Social Housing administered directly by the 

Victorian Department of Housing within the Victorian DHHS. Most of this housing stock had 

been constructed in the 1970s and 1980s when housing expectations were different. These 

houses were designed and constructed based on the assumption of a nuclear family, presumed 

to include two parents plus one or two children (Habibis et al. 2007). None of those 

interviewed and analysed in the case notes fitted this norm. Indeed, most discussion of what 

constitutes a family has moved beyond the nuclear family as normative, if it ever was 

(Dempsey & Lindsay, 2009). The houses, for the most part, were small with some appearing 

to be less than 100 square metres. This compares with the current average house size in 

Australia of around 240 square metres. Three bedrooms were the standard. Very few four-

bedroom houses have been built by Government and are hard to access owing to demand. 

Jennifer, a case worker in regional Victoria, recounted that departmental workers were able to 

request families to sign a Statutory Declaration stating they were relinquishing their 

application for a four-bedroom house in favour of the immediate provision of a three-bedroom 

house. Relinquishing this application compounded the crowding of the household and locked 

in long-term risk. Jennifer puts it more eloquently: 

Jennifer: What happens is that you might get a family with half a dozen kids, which 
is eligible for a four-bedroom house. They are as scarce as hen’s teeth and the parents 
will sign a Statutory Declaration saying they will take a smaller house than they are 
eligible for, so they can have a roof over their heads. It is about prioritising. (Jennifer: 
Caseworker NE Victoria) 

The choice of a house that suits the needs of the family, as distinct from the limitation of 

availability of such a house, points to a lack of choice for most families who are dependent 

on state or community housing (Vignette 1). 
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Vignette 1: Jill and Tamara. 

 
Families who can afford choice, exercise that choice as the need arises. As a family expands, 

they may upsize, reconfigure or renovate their house to adequately accommodate the needs 

of a growing family. Fifteen out of the 16 families interviewed were not able to exercise 

choice in their housing because of lack of financial resources. The option of acquiring a 

larger home owing to crowding was closed to the majority of those interviewed. Jill 

describes this physical limitation: 

Jill: The house was not crowded when we first moved here because there was only 
Tamara and her younger sister, but now we have three more children and it has 
become crowded. The additional children have been wanted because I love having 
the kids. The kids are well looked after, and the only restriction is the space available. 

Jill and Tamara 

The house that Jill occupied with her family was an Office of Housing rental property located in a 

cul-de-sac surrounded by similar properties. This location apparently held the reputation of being 

‘The Bronx’ according to the caseworker supporting the family. The house was in a medium-size 

regional town in North East Victoria. The house had three-bedrooms with a very small living area 

and separate kitchen, which had recently been renovated. Tamara was Jill’s eldest daughter, who 

was attending TAFE College in the major regional centre a 40-minute bus ride away. 

The household consisted of Jill and her partner, Tamara, the eldest daughter, and four other siblings. 

Jill and her family had been living in the house for eight years. They had moved to this house from 

another Department of Health and Human Services rental property located nearby. Since they had 

moved, the family had expanded with the addition of two toddlers who were twins and another child. 

Jill had requested a four-bedroom house because one of her children had autism and required a 

separate bedroom for behaviour management and equipment to assist in managing autism. No four-

bedroom house was available. The DHHS had provided a self-contained independent living unit in 

the backyard for Tamara, but it was so hot in summer and cold in winter that she was not able to live 

in it. She also felt somewhat insecure owing to the lack of a security door. The unit simply provided 

additional storage space. Tamara slept on a couch in the small lounge. She felt she had no privacy 

and little space to complete any homework from her course at TAFE. 

Jill would not let her children play outside because she felt the neighbourhood provided some risk to 

her children. Tamara would have liked to leave home because of the crowding but was financially 

constrained. The dining area was used as a storage area and was lined with cardboard and plastic 

boxes. Jill felt inhibited in having family and friends to stay because it exacerbated the feeling of 

being crowded. 
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I have stopped now (having children) but the kids don’t have their own spaces. (Jill, 
mother of five, one with autism) 

Jill felt that the imposition of spatial limitation should not affect her ability to have the number 

of children that she desired. This genuine desire, coupled with love and care, was reinforced 

by Jennifer, who was the family’s caseworker. Jennifer reiterated that quite often, a greater 

number of children in families that occupied state housing attracted a certain stigma from the 

wider population, while those who could afford to match the size of their family to the spatial 

needs rarely attracted the same attention. Powerlessness and stigma are evident in the 

limitation of choice for the welfare dependent and in the stigma attached to the location of the 

dwelling and the families that inhabit them (Jacobs & Flanagan 2013; Prince 2014). The 

number of children within the dwelling, the type of dwelling and its location all conspire to 

construct a stereotypical perception of place. The virtual perception is more negative than the 

actual, serving to degrade attachment to place and people’s self-identity. Jennifer, expressing 

frustration at this stigmatising, is clear as to its impact. In response to a question regarding the 

size of families receiving Government support, she indicates a clear sense of negative 

perception: 

Interviewer: Is there a sense that the Government should have a say in the size of 
the family? 

Jennifer: Absolutely. You’re getting Government housing, you’re getting welfare 
money, toe the line. That stigma stuff. I hear housing workers say they (clients) can 
afford private rent. So what? So, what is the difference? Why the stigma that goes 
with it? The house is in an area that could be very stigmatised as well. It is very 
stigmatised. Now, just the name of the street. You ask anybody in this town about 
this street and they will say “The Bronx”. It has a very high concentration of housing 
commission properties. But in the last year and a half, I have not had any referrals 
from families in that area. People don’t see that. There is actually nothing bad going 
on down there. (Jennifer, caseworker NE Victoria) 

Jennifer refers to the location of the dwelling and its inhabitants and to the perception held of 

this location in the wider community. The stigma attached to certain locations applies equally 

to the materiality of the dwelling and to the inhabitants. The conflict between external 

representations of the location and dwelling and the internal sense of belonging and place may 

compromise the future capacity of the young people caught in this negative narrative. 

“Stigmatizing and negative representations of place may also be internalized by youth as 

cognitive representations of future possibility” (Prince 2014). Jill and her family had occupied 
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the house for eight years, and Jill said it felt like home. Conversely, her daughter Tamara 

comments: 

The house does not feel like “home” for me. I have no choice about the space, and it 
does not feel like my space anywhere. I feel like it is just our stuff in the space, and 
it has always been like that. (Tamara, young person aged 18) 

Tamara displays no affinity for the house or attachment to place. There is no sense displayed 

by her that she has appropriated the space to a place to call her own. The space is viewed as a 

container holding their ‘stuff’, but there is no space for her to feel ‘at home’. Tamara slept on 

the couch in a very small living room. She slept there in preference to sleeping in the 

independent living unit provided by DHHS. She and Jill claimed that the unit provided was 

uninhabitable owing to it feeling like a ‘dog box’ and it being too hot in summer and too cold 

in winter. Tamara had made attempts to acquire a flat to live independently but was not able 

to do so because of lack of affordability. The confinement of the space of the house had 

resulted in a lack of attachment, diminished sense of place and belonging for Tamara, and she 

expressed a strong desire to leave home. If her frustration were to build to an intolerable level 

and trigger a peremptory move, risk of homelessness would increase for financial reasons. 

Tamara did nurture a sense of home from the previous house the family rented. While overall 

space in this previous house was smaller, there was a difference in the configuration where the 

living area was described as ‘massive’. There were also fewer members in the family at that 

time, and the space around the house consisted of a very big private yard. The elements of 

spatial boundedness and extendedness have an impact on perception of self, belonging and 

attachment. Having an ability to be emergent or unfettered in a space, whether that be in the 

internal space of the house or the immediate environs, allows for a sense of belonging and 

being at home. Jill and Tamara also did not feel completely secure in the immediate vicinity 

of their neighbourhood to the extent that Jill would not let her children play out the front or in 

the park across the road owing to safety concerns. Thus, the sense of boundedness within the 

crowded house was compounded by a perception of the space outside the house as being 

dangerous and alien. 

Not all families acceded to the stigma attached to a location, which served as a reminder 

resistance can be mounted when faced with negative stereotyping (Hannem 2012). Deidre, 

currently a caregiver in a household of five children but previously caring for up to eight 
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children, and James her biological son, spoke warmly of the neighbourhood despite it retaining 

a negative perception from outsiders: 

James: You just sort of, if you grow up here you feel safe here. It’s pretty predictable 
here if you grow up in ...(location) 

Interviewer: In what way? 

Deidre: You know everybody. 

James: Well, with this house because we’ve lived here so long, we’ve gotten to 
know everybody in the street. Like my friends and my nephews’ friends and like 
everybody in the family, they look at this like home still. Even if they don’t live here, 
they will come and be just as relaxed as ever. And everybody from this area they just 
come home eventually because they are attached to it. 

Interviewer: So, you still see this as your home. 

James: Yeh, yeh. It’s always going to be my home. 

Interviewer: It’s not just a house. 

Deidre and James: No. 

Deidre: This is still a home. (Deidre, caregiver of five children, and son James, aged 
18) 

The locale in this exchange includes the space defined by the dwelling and those that dwell in 

that space. It also includes the local neighbourhood and the neighbours, all of which contribute 

to a sense of belonging to place and home. Passage of time and duration of occupation of the 

dwelling were contributing elements to getting to know and feel at home in the neighbourhood. 

The iteration of the locale being a place to call home because of the intersection of family, 

dwelling and neighbourhood all speak to a sense of belonging and attachment. Everybody 

eventually comes ‘home’ because they are attached to place. In the conversation that preceded 

this exchange, James indicated that even at the height of tension between him and his mother 

because of crowding in the house, he never contemplated not coming home at night. By 

contrast, Deidre always worried that he may not come home and had a greater sense of risk to 

James of homelessness. James repeated that this was unfounded owing to his attachment to 

home. The space of place in this family was of paramount importance to their sense of 

attachment and belonging. The family had lived in the same government rental property for 

18 years and regarded it as their home. 
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This is not to say that this family did not experience the imposition of lack of space. On the 

contrary, the interview indicated that prior to additional space being provided, there was a 

great deal of acrimony between Deidre and James. The reason for this acrimony was due to 

Deidre promising James that she would not care for any further young relatives and then 

accepting three more into the household. James became angry at this incursion into his recently 

acquired additional space and started to lose interest in school. He became more difficult at 

home and stayed out very late at night. This led Deidre to believe that James may leave home 

permanently and be at risk of homelessness. Extra space through the provision of a KUC studio 

in their own words “changed everything”: 

Deidre and James: Yes, it created a change. It created harmony. Nobody was angry 
anymore and things like that. It created good harmony because my grandson was 
able to go into a bedroom. Um, the other grandson, who has not slept on his own in 
three years, is now sleeping in his own bed by himself. It has just changed everything. 
(Deidre and James together) 

The use of the word harmony serves to emphasise how physical space can affect the symbolic 

understanding of home. Home is often described as a haven and when that desire is not 

fulfilled, the space becomes stressful and alien. The physical and the social are joined in a 

relational harmony. When the social and the physical are ‘out of tune’, the perception of 

crowding and the risk of homelessness become exacerbated. Providing additional space in 

which the social can function more harmoniously rebalances the ‘tuning’ of the household and 

de-escalates the discord that is present. Appropriate space affords a feeling of possibility, 

emergence and renewed futures as it serves to re-establish and re-confirm being ‘at home’. 

 The Material and Sociability 

The capacity of the configured space of the dwelling to accommodate what is understood by 

the interviewees as ‘normal’ family socialising provides an important context for maturation 

of young people, relationship skill development and sense of belonging to family and place. 

In several interviews, this capacity was acknowledged as being limited by the space available. 

In some instances, it was viewed as an embarrassment to family and friends. In other 

households, young people lamented the lack of capacity to have friends over to their house as 

part of their social life. Those provided with the additional space of a KUC studio were 

appreciative of the extra space, which allowed them to invite friends over and share a more 

personal and private space. 
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Jill, introduced above, lamented the difficulty in being able to have family and friends either 

to share a meal or to stay for any prolonged period: 

Jill: The house is too small to have people over. We can’t have people over to tea 
because we don’t have a table and there are not enough seats and the living area is 
very small. It is only just big enough for all of us. It just feels like you can’t welcome 
people (over). Can’t even have the rest of our family over or have people to stay. The 
ability to have a social and extended family life is very limited, and if you do, you 
feel crowded with everybody on top of each other. (Jill, mother of five) 

This house had recently received a kitchen renovation, with which Jill was very pleased. But 

the configuration of internal space was not changed in the renovation. Access to the dining 

area from the kitchen was through a door opposite to the dining area and then through the 

small living area. The dining area was filled with boxes storing many of the families clothing 

and possessions. Jill and her family had lived in this house for eight years. The feeling of being 

constricted with the immediate family was exacerbated by the addition of extended family or 

friends. Jill’s house was extremely small, and the dining/living area was very constrained. 

Taken-for-granted things, such as adequate seating and space for conversation and interaction, 

were limited, and Jill was embarrassed to have her extended family and friends to visit. 

Living in a crowded situation and inviting more people into that space served to compound 

the feeling of being crowded and provided more stress in an already stressful situation. The 

physical environment affected the capacity for sociability, family sharing and extended family 

gatherings. Such gatherings are important markers for the establishment of a sense of 

belonging to family and place. They also serve to construct identity within a safe community 

and provide a sense of home. Both Jill and Tamara, Jill’s eldest daughter, aged 18 years, did 

not readily identify the house with home. The lack of ability to personalise the space added to 

the lack of identification of the dwelling with home. The family chose not to celebrate 

birthdays and Christmas in the house because it was too small for cohesive and celebratory 

social interaction. The opportunity for developing a sense of place and attachment through 

routine and ritual was lost in this lack of celebratory family functions, which can serve to 

anchor the experience of home within the physical structure of home. 

Some families maintained a strong cultural imperative to celebrate with extended family and 

friends but were denied this possibility due to spatial limitation. A household of seven of Maori 

origin, with four generations being accommodated in the one house, had seating for four 

around a tiny table situated in a small kitchen. The household had recently numbered nine with 
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two other relatives leaving shortly before the household was interviewed. The caseworker of 

this family felt this was inadequate in providing for the social/emotional and physical needs 

of the household. 

This family aspires to family rather than mansion. They aspire to family rather than 
house. If Angus (young person aged 16) has good family support, he feels safe. They 
do not need a flash house. Home needs to be safe and have love. These families will 
always have people coming and going. They spend a lot of time in the kitchen. They 
need space to achieve this. The space does not afford this. The kitchen table is 
important for children to sit at. There is a cultural aspect that this family loves to 
gather together around food. (Julie, caseworker, South Eastern Melbourne) 

The strong connection to family that this household displayed required a space that provided 

for the social rituals that confirmed this affiliation. Julie, the caseworker, suggests that their 

aspiration is not for some glamorous mansion but rather for a modest yet adequate space to 

accommodate the desired expressions of family and home. These expressions included 

socialising around a domestic gathering with food being a powerful, cohesive and comforting 

ingredient. However, as in several other interviews, there was a contradiction between Janet, 

the caregiver to the household, and Angus, her nephew, for whom she was providing care. 

Janet felt that the dwelling did not feel like a home since it did not provide for what she 

understood as the basis for home, including the amenity of the space, the lack of ability to 

personalise the space, a sense of being crowded, lack of storage and the lack of social amenity 

for her immediate and extended family. Janet and her granddaughter slept on couches in her 

tiny living room, while Janet’s mother, who had cancer, occupied another. Janet’s daughter 

occupied the main bedroom with her baby, and Angus shared a tiny third bedroom with Janet’s 

son. A tent was erected outside to accommodate Angus and to provide privacy and personal 

space for him. However, Angus had come from a violent household living with his father. 

Living with Janet and her extended family gave him a sense of belonging and safety: 

Being with family here has helped me more. Being with my family has been very 
supportive to help me recover from the violence with my father. This has been a 
place of refuge and recovery. I feel stronger and happier here than where I was. I am 
still stressed and angry, but I have been able to tough it out. I’m just happy that we 
have a house. I see it as home, although Nan and the others don’t see it as home. 
(Angus, young person aged 14) 

Angus’s comments reiterate the discrepancy described elsewhere in this thesis, which suggests 

young people coming from a situation of greater insecurity and risk feel more at home in a 

safer place, even though it is crowded, while those providing the care feel less ‘at home’. The 
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inability to establish a home owing to physical limitation does provide risk of homelessness 

to the young person even though he/she may feel more immediately ‘at home’ from the greater 

risk that was previously experienced. Lack of physical and social amenity may mean that 

ultimately the building blocks of belonging and home are not fully developed, and itineracy 

may be an outcome. Julie, the caseworker involved with this family, indicated that the young 

person was not equipped to look too far ahead. He may feel ‘at home’ because of feeling safe 

and secure, but tent living creates its own risks. The ability to easily exit at night without 

anybody knowing is heightened and the impermanence of dwelling is emphasised. The young 

person did feel comfortable having friends over to share the tent when socialising, but his 

preference was for a room of his own where he could socialise. At greater risk of homelessness 

were Janet’s daughter and her baby. The daughter was spending increasing amounts of time 

away from the house because of the frustration with crowding and lack of social amenity for 

raising her child. The time away was not always in secure locations, and Janet felt that the 

baby quite often suffered from this lack of amenity. Janet felt that there was a possibility that 

her daughter may exit the family house and leave her daughter behind. 

 The Physical Space, the Social and Culture 

The household of Janet and her nephew Angus mentioned above was of Maori origin. The 

cultural desire for extended family socialising was reinforced by other islander and 

Indigenous households interviewed. This is not to suggest that Caucasian families had little 

interest in socialising with extended family, as demonstrated by Jill above, but there 

remained a very strong emphasis on family gathering in all the islander and Indigenous 

families interviewed. Possibilities for extended family gatherings consolidated a sense of 

belonging and being at home. Family beyond the dwelling consolidated family within the 

dwelling. 

Iterations of family that served to emphasise this belonging provided a greater sense of 

identity, attachment and being at home. One islander family (Vignette 2), which had settled in 

a North Central Victorian region, were very close-knit. The physical amenity of the dwelling 

was inadequate to the number of people occupying it. Ten people occupied the house on an 

ongoing basis and a eleventh would visit periodically. The household was deemed homeless 

using the ABS definition of crowding. However, the devotion of the family to one another, 

including mother to children and elder children to their younger siblings, allowed them to 
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function as a cohesive and supportive unit. They suggested that they were so devoted to each 

other that they would live in a tent rather than be separated. 

Vignette 2: Tora and Peter. 

 

In addition, there was an extensive islander presence in the local community. This family had 

been the staging point for many of them to integrate and find accommodation of their own. 

Many were related to each other by extended family relationships. Community and family 

social occasions were regular, and they often gathered at this family’s small house, spilling 

outside into the yard. Music and food were complementary to this gathering. Pipa, the mother 

Tora and Peter 

Tora and her family are of Pacific Islander descent and live in a small country town in regional 

Victoria. They occupy a very small three-bedroom social housing dwelling. The family consists of Peter, 

the eldest son who participated with Tora in the interview, and seven other children. In addition, Tora 

cares for her grandmother in the same household. Her husband works remotely in mining and returns 

intermittently to the family home. It is possible 11 people occupy the small house at any one time. 

In the interview, Peter said there were no set sleeping arrangements in the house and many nights the 

children would share mattresses and beds in numerous configurations across the age groups. Mealtimes 

were very much a family experience. However, since there was not enough room to eat all together at 

one table they would sit on the floor and on whatever seating was available to participate in the family 

meal.  

The family was extremely close-knit and caring of each other with the older children assisting in 

showering, toileting and dressing their younger siblings. There was only one toilet and bathroom for the 

whole household. This was the case for every household interviewed bar one. While Peter and Tora 

suggested the family worked cohesively, caseworkers noted a certain fraying of relationships due to the 

sever crowding. This was particularly the case with Peter’s eldest sister, who was a gifted student but 

required privacy and quiet to study and was becoming increasingly frustrated this was not available.  

Apart from their own rituals, the family provided a central gathering point for what was a strong 

islander presence in the local community. They hosted get-togethers and shared meals for this 

community as well as a staging place for new members joining the community through immigration. 

The family insisted they would prefer to live in a tent rather than see any of them homeless and 

displayed deep appreciation for the home they had. A two-bedroom KUC studio had provided the space 

and privacy required for Peter and his elder sister to achieve educationally while alleviating the spatial 

strain within the household. 
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of the family, described large living spaces and communal cooking areas, which were the norm 

on the island from which she came. The transition to a more enclosed and contained space had 

not dampened their support or appreciation of family. While there were tensions emerging in 

the household due to crowding, and the household was technically homeless for the same 

reason, the likelihood of any members of this family being ‘homeless’ was remote. Familial 

bonds and extended family served to provide a great sense of belonging and attachment that 

exceeded the constraints of the physical amenity of the dwelling. This household was provided 

with additional space from a KUC studio, which had significant effects on other areas of the 

family’s life. These effects will be discussed below in the section on space and education. 

Conversely, an Indigenous family in North East Victoria had been separated from Tom’s (the 

father) extended family who lived some distance away in Central Victoria. The combination 

of a crowded household (nine people in a three-bedroom house), lack of connection with 

extended family, lack of physical amenity of the dwelling and internal family discord 

conspired to create the impression the dwelling was a house rather than a home. Simple social 

acts, such as sitting around a shared table for a meal, were not possible. Behind this exchange 

is the pain of loss of family: 

Interviewer: So, the living area, Sue, is small? 

Sue: Tiny. I can have a kitchen table in the dining room and that’s about it because 
from every entrance the door hits the table. 

Interviewer: And can you get your family around that table for a meal? 

Sue: Nuh. 

Interviewer: So how do you manage that? 

Tom: Ah well, me and like virtually the older ones, we’ll sit in the lounge room on 
the couch and the kids will sit at the table because we just can’t fit everyone around 
that (the table). 

Interviewer: And would you like to do that, Tom? Would you like to fit everyone 
around the table? 

Tom and Sue: Yep, yep. 

Interviewer: And that gives you a sense of family? 

Sue: Uh hu. (Sue and Tom, partners and parents of six children) 
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This family is not able to undertake what is considered basic to most families, sharing a meal. 

The dining room has space for only a table, and each door that opens into the room hits the 

table. Instead of sitting and eating together, meals are taken by some members of the family 

on the couch, which dissipates the potential for family sharing and development. The sense 

that Tom is not at home due to his extended family being elsewhere exacerbates the feeling 

that this is not home for Tom. Home for Tom is viewed as more of a locale than a location, 

since he describes the ability to move between extended family members when he was 

younger. Home is described by Tom as extension rather than containment. The physical 

limitation of the current dwelling and the lack of internal social cohesion, combined with a 

sense of loss of home in family extension, all contribute to a feeling of not being at home. Tom 

and Sue have lived in this same house for 16 years. How much this feeling of not being at 

home affects the younger members of the family is hard to quantify, but the growing discord 

within the household articulated in the interview would suggest it was becoming increasingly 

problematic. The confinement imposed by the physical space creates a familial constraint that 

goes beyond the dining table. Limitation of space was affecting many aspects of this family’s 

life, and the two teenage daughters, who shared a tiny room without storage, were becoming 

increasingly disengaged from the family. Spatial boundedness can make a home feel more like 

a prison and result in a search for an escape, even though that escape may be into 

homelessness. 

6.3 The Quality of Space, Place and Crowding 

Space is not simply that which exists between the structures that configure it but is 

characterised by the configuration itself (Malpas 2012). The physical characteristics of the 

configuration affect those who occupy the space. The interaction between the social and the 

environment, in this case the space of the dwelling, is a key element in the transactional 

perspective. A perception of ‘lacking space’ for the functioning of the social leads to a sense 

of being crowded. The dwelling is experienced as not adequate for the needs of the household 

it contains. Lack of adequacy or affordance creates a sense of this place not providing the place 

of home and subsequent loss of attachment, identity and belonging. The multidimensionality 

of homelessness (Somerville 2013) and risk of homelessness are captured in the inadequacy 

of the dwelling over time to provide for the relational needs of those who dwell (King 2008). 

It is possible when interviewees declare that the dwelling in which they live is just a house and 
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not a home, they are expressing a fear of ‘‘homelessness’ that strikes at the heart of the 

ontological security of having and being ‘at home’ 

Both Jill and Tamara, introduced above, commented that the house they have occupied for 

eight years does not feel like home. Jill has five children, ranging from infants up to 18 years 

of age. One younger son has autism and occupies his own room because of the autism and 

equipment used to assist in behaviour management. There were no inbuilt cupboards in the 

house apart from in the kitchen. Tamara slept on the couch in the tiny lounge area, and twin 

infants shared the main bedroom with Jill and her partner. DHHS had provided an independent 

living unit in the backyard, but a combination of lack of insulation and a feeling of insecurity 

meant it provided nothing more than an extra place to store things. The following extended 

exchange from the interview with Jill and Tamara demonstrates the relational impact the 

inadequacy of the place meant to be ‘home’, has. 

Interviewer: So, just on the physical aspect of the house how does it work for you? 

Jill: It doesn’t. We don’t have a dining room because all our stuff is in there 

Interviewer: So, that’s all storage stuff in there (nodding to the dining area lined 
with boxes)? 

Interviewer: So, how do you manage the storage? 

Jill: Everything in boxes (laughing). 

Tamara: It’s just there. 

Jill: It’s just there all along the walls. The physical aspect of house does not work 
for us. We don’t have a dining room because all our stuff is stored in there (small 
dining area off living area). No storage is available. There are no built-in cupboards. 
There is no storage room at all, and all our things are in boxes. This lack of storage 
makes me feel horrible. There is nowhere to put anything. I’d like to put some stuff 
out and like to have a dining room table. I can’t even fit a second cot anywhere. The 
kitchen has new kitchen cupboards but there is no other storage. The new upgraded 
kitchen is heaven, but storage is managed by cardboard boxes in each room. You 
only get a base house, just four walls….There are seven people using one bathroom. 
All waiting in line. The babies do not use it like that at the moment, but they will. 
We must wait at times for the toilet. 

Tamara: The space feels crowded. I have to sleep on the couch. The DHHS 
bungalow is inadequate. It is just a bare room with no space. We use it mostly for 
storage. I feel like I don’t have my own space. (Jill, mother of five and Tamara 
daughter aged 18) 
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Interestingly, a place within the house is perceived as not just adequate but is described as 

“heaven”. The quality of the new kitchen has made some difference to the perception by Jill 

of the house and what it means for her and her family. However, it is not enough to 

counterbalance the shortcomings of the remainder of the house and the configuration of the 

space. Lack of any inbuilt cupboards creates a feeling of spatial contraction and limitation. 

The lack of a straightforward provision many take for granted is an ever-present reminder of 

the inadequacy of the entire space. The constriction of space has a physical and emotional 

impact on Jill and Tamara, which makes them feel “horrible”. Not having one’s own space, a 

sense of elective territoriality and privacy, deepens the frustration with the physical affordance 

of the house and contributes to an underlying sense of this not being a home. Tamara and Jill 

confirm this later in the interview. The comment embedded in the quote from Jill, “You only 

get a base house, just four walls”, describes succinctly the lack of affinity Jill and Tamara have 

for the house they would prefer to call home. Jill, in a small way, is driven to exaggeration, 

suggesting that the seven in the household queue for the bathroom, when two are still infants. 

This future perspective of a time when they will be able to access the bathroom independently 

indicates the feeling of frustration and stress that the limitation of the space places on the 

family. For Tamara, crowding is a result of the limitation of space and the quality of the space 

she occupies. In no way can she personalise the place where she sleeps, since it is a place for 

all the family. No space in this place for Tamara is no place to call home. 

For Tom and Sue, the quality of the space effects their sense of home and belonging. The 

house (one of only two houses unsighted by the interviewer) was built over a swamp, which 

has led to rising damp throughout the house. The Department of Housing have made numerous 

attempts to rectify it with little result, according to Tom and Sue. Mould appears in the rooms, 

particularly wet areas, with depressing regularity and clothes often feel damp. Internally, the 

bathroom provides little privacy with no screening, the dining area is too small for a table that 

would seat the family and the one bedroom sleeping two girls is so small that the door cannot 

open fully without banging into a bed. Storage of personal items and clothing for two teenage 

girls is in a couple of duffle bags and boxes. The family have lived in this house for 16 years 

and still resist calling it home. Time spent in one locale is not always a guarantee of a feeling 

of belonging. 

Samantha, an Indigenous mother and grandmother caring for 11 children and grandchildren, 

all with disabilities, described a renovated kitchen she had received recently from DHHS. 



136 

Samantha: Yes, but they didn’t put it the way I wanted it. I wanted them to put it 
against the wall, so you see the dining room table. They put it back the way it was. 
(U-shaped with return and overhead cupboard limiting the dining table space). Yeh, 
my house has been allocated for me because my oldest daughter was DHHS (under 
care) and I ended up with my three-year-old granddaughter in kinship care for a 
while. DHHS got some stuff done for me. So, they were supposed to fix the kitchen 
for me and they were supposed to make the kitchen wider but a mistake got made 
and it was put back the old way. 

While being grateful for the upgrade, Samantha had suggested to DHHS that the layout of the 

previous kitchen was not conducive to reducing the sense of crowding within the 

kitchen/living space (which was very small from observation). She had requested a slightly 

different configuration that would have opened the kitchen to more light and a perception of 

greater space for the family. This request was ignored, and the result was the quality of 

function was improved but the quality of the space was unchanged. Included in the renovation 

of the kitchen was a reconfiguring and renovation of the bathroom and toilet to accommodate 

more easily the bathing and toileting requirements of some of the children with disability. 

With the removal of some internal walls, a new space was created that felt like a ‘lot more 

space’ even though the floor space remained the same. This family had lived in an even smaller 

house before their move to their current house two years ago. While the quality and size of the 

present dwelling was not the only contributing factor (it still being crowded), it was regarded 

as home by the entire family. 

Jennifer, a case worker from North East Victoria, described the result of improvement in the 

quality of space for a woman who occupied a DHHS dwelling. The house was intended to be 

demolished, such was its condition. The woman who was renting the house had been left to 

live there indefinitely. After making a protest to The Victorian Civil and Administrative 

Tribunal (VCAT), the house was improved. Jennifer describes the process: 

Jennifer: I had one woman in Benalla whose son has autism, and she was in a 
prehistoric house down there. Housing wouldn’t do any work on the house because 
they were bulldozing it. I ended up applying to VCAT, and she got a new kitchen 
and bathroom because VCAT said no, that is not liveable standard. 

Interviewer: What did that do to the woman? 

Jennifer: Oh, she was so excited. She had the house repainted, she had a new kitchen 
and she started taking pride in the garden. Yes, this is going to be long term and I 
can take pride in my home and garden. Yes, it made a huge difference. Absolutely. 
(Jennifer, caseworker, North East Victoria) 
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The restoration of the dwelling caused a surge in pride in the woman for her house and herself. 

Further improvements flowed, including the establishment of a garden and the sense that this 

was now her home and would be so into the future. Improvement in the quality of the space 

improved the relationship between the occupier and the occupied. 

By contrast, Jennifer describes the complex relational web that exists between the house, 

household and social representation of place contributing to disintegration of identity: 

Jennifer: You know, you can have a family in a house with three bedrooms, which 
is what they are eligible for, but it is inadequate. You know, I have a family in 
…(Regional Town). It is a three-bedroom house, really old house, really small 
rooms, like tiny rooms you can hardly fit one person in (in fact, I have a couple). But 
the houses themselves are so flippin’ old, the timber work is rotting in the back of 
the cupboards. And there are six or seven kids in these households. 

Interviewer: What do you think that says to the occupants? 

Jennifer: Really, this is as good as you are going to get in the timeframe you are 
after. If you are prepared to wait another year or two, you might get something better. 

Interviewer: Do you think it contributes to a sense of self and where they belong in 
society? 

Jennifer: Absolutely. This is as good as you can have. Some of the stigma against 
these families does my head in. You will hear some housing workers say this is a 
good as they can get, and they should be thankful for a roof over their head. (Jennifer, 
caseworker, North East Victoria) 

In Jennifer’s description, a combination of the physical properties of the space, 

disempowerment due to social and financial disadvantage and stigmatising from those who 

have power in resource allocation affect the sense of personal worth, attachment to place, 

identity and belonging of those who dwell there. “In the context of power, the tensions between 

love of place, place belonging, and community identity within places and external social 

representations are made clear as they often conflict with messages received about personal 

worth and ability based on place stereotypes, stigma, and the physical realities in marginalized 

places” (Prince 2014, p. 698). 

6.4 Space and Privacy and Risk 

The ability to control the level of privacy desired at a given time is viewed as one of the 

determinants for the perception of crowding (Altman 1975; Gifford 2014; Zlutnick & Altman 

1972). Analysis of the interviews conducted for this research suggests that the inability to 
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exercise privacy control in the intimate context of home leads to stress, withdrawal and lack 

of developmental maturity. Privacy is viewed as conditional on access to physical retreat and 

separation as well as on developmental factors. Need for privacy was felt by interviewees to 

become greater around the time of adolescence and aligned with gender. Many interviewees 

suggested adolescent girls needed more privacy than adolescent boys. While this may be a 

cultural construction relating to emerging puberty and taboos around maturing female 

sexuality, it was clear interviewees felt young women in crowded circumstances suffered more 

from lack of ability to exercise the desired amount of privacy. Ability to choose the desired 

level of privacy is perceived as exercising “selective control of access to self” (Gifford 2014, 

p. 197). This ability is part of the process of identity development and personal security. 

Spatial limitation, social entwinement and developmental needs over time may restrict the 

capacity for selective control of access to self and provide a risk factor for homelessness either 

through frustration or developmental maturation. 

Vignette 3: Miriam and Zoe. 

 

Miriam and Zoe 

Miriam was mother to Zoe, who was 15 years old. There were six other children in the family, whose 

ages were 10, 9, 8, 7, 6 and 2 years. Three girls shared one bedroom, while the two-year-old girl 

shared with her older sister aged six. The two boys shared another bedroom, and Miriam and her 

partner occupied the other bedroom. The dwelling was four-bedroom public housing. All the children 

in the family had some intellectual disability which inhibited their learning capacity.  

Miriam’s partner was violent and did not always reside with the family. The times when he did were 

punctuated with violent outbursts, and he had a restraining order placed on him. He still visited on 

occasion, according to Miriam. A one-bedroom KUC studio had been installed approximately four 

months prior to the interview. Zoe occupied this studio, which allowed her two other sisters to 

continue to share the bedroom that previously had seen three sisters sharing. 

The caseworker who worked with the family described the house before the installation of the KUC 

studio as chaotic. This was not so much cluttered as dirty and unhygienic. Scribble all over the walls 

gave the impression of a household out of control. Before the KUC studio was installed, Miriam 

described the sensation of “not being able to breathe” and the sense of “everybody being on top of 

one another”. Coincidental to the KUC studio being installed, the house had been repainted and a 

new kitchen and new floor coverings installed. New bedding had also been provided by a family 

support agency. 
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In three of the households interviewed, three girls shared one bedroom. In a fourth, two 

teenage girls shared a very small room. The correlation between space and demand for privacy 

was most significant in these interviews. Adolescent girls appeared to want the ability to 

control the level of privacy desired but were often prevented due to ‘lack of space’. Zoe, an 

adolescent girl living in a house of eight children with her mother Miriam (Vignette 3), 

describes this lack of privacy: 

Zoe: Yeh. Before we got the studio, I shared with my two sisters in one bedroom. I 
couldn’t get any space or privacy of my own, and in the house the kids would be all 
over me. I couldn’t study or anything, and I couldn’t have friends over. I felt like I 
had no things of my own because my sisters would take them and use them. I was 
angry and frustrated and was doing poorly at school. I felt like I didn’t want to be 
here. (Zoe, young person aged 15) 

The family’s caseworker, Catrina, confirmed what Zoe had described: 

Catrina: Zoe had no privacy at all. All the kids would go into her room and go 
through her stuff. Children can ‘have enough’ (of circumstances). I know one girl 
from another household that left because she had had enough of the crowded living 
conditions and lack of privacy. This could translate to couch surfing etc. and hence 
provide a risk of homelessness. Zoe was very frustrated due to a lack of privacy and 
the crowded nature of house. She was going downhill. (Catrina, caseworker in 
Western Melbourne) 

Both Zoe and Catrina confirm the association between the crowded space of the dwelling and 

Zoe’s inability to find any privacy. There is also an indication that this inability to exercise 

selective control of oneself leads to negative outcomes. These negative outcomes included 

anger response and frustration, lack of concentration and poor academic performance. The 

consequence observed by Catrina in a similar household was of the young woman leaving 

home. Privacy is also the ability to choose the level of intimacy a person exercises with others 

and Zoe was unable to make that choice of intimacy with friends or family due to the lack of 

space and crowded conditions in her home. Zoe expressed some ambivalence about whether 

Miriam had been homeless in her late teenage and early adult years and was desperate to prevent that 

happening to any of her children. An eighth child had been removed from the family home and lived 

with his grandmother under statutory care. The Department of Health and Human Services had taken 

a deliberate decision to support the family going forward rather than to allow them to be separated. 

Both Miriam and Zoe credited the KUC studio as having a marked impact on the perception of 

crowding within the home and providing an improved social and physical experience for the whole 

family. 
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she felt at home prior to the extra space provided by a KUC studio. Earlier in the interview 

she said she never contemplated leaving home. However, later in the interview she said: 

Zoe: I just didn’t want to be in the house much longer. It didn’t feel like home and I 
didn’t feel like I belonged. (Zoe, young person aged 15) 

Lack of space and inability to exercise privacy led Zoe to feel conflicted about what home 

meant for her. Although she identified closely with her family and siblings, as she matured, 

she desired more privacy. The frustration and anger that accompanied this lack of choice led 

her to feel frustrated and angry and contemplating what ‘home’ meant for her. Coupled with 

Catrina’s narrative of how others had left home, it is possible that this ambivalence is a sign 

of emerging risk of homelessness. 

This process was reiterated in an interview with Rose, mother of seven, and daughter Debbie. 

Prior to a KUC studio being installed, Debbie shared a bedroom with two of her sisters. She 

described the situation as very frustrating because none of the sisters could gain any privacy 

and had no ‘space of their own’. Debbie suggested that the lack of privacy extended to being 

able to maintain ownership of personal belongings, including, jewellery, clothing and 

cosmetics. All the girls accessed each other’s belongings, which led to a feeling of lack of any 

personal privacy and identity. Debbie became so disenchanted as she matured into adolescence 

that she discontinued school attendance and began spending increasing amounts of time away 

from home couch surfing at her boyfriend’s house. Debbie’s older sister had also become 

homeless through couch surfing and extended periods away from home. 

In contrast to adolescent girls, boys appeared to be less concerned with privacy. Carl is a young 

person cared for by Kathryn, who has five boys of her own as well as voluntarily caring for 

Carl. Prior to Carl arriving, she cared for an adolescent girl for some time and indicated that 

privacy was more of an issue. The young woman required more privacy with showering and 

hygiene and even in the more common shutting of doors and creating more secure private 

spaces. With the departure of this young woman and the arrival of Carl, the household became 

male dominated with Kathryn being the only female. Kathryn narrates how Carl will take a 

bath and yell out in fun sometimes, “Hey boys do you want to see me bum!” While this was 

quite funny during the interview with Carl and Kathryn, the difference was that Kathryn was 

the one who desired additional space and privacy to obtain some sense of restoration and 

personal space from a very stressful situation. For her, the house did not feel like a home and 
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she was looking forward to additional space provided by a KUC studio that would afford her 

a place of privacy and sanctuary. 

6.5 Space, Privacy and Restoration 

Without exception, families that had received additional space in the form of a KUC studio 

spoke of the positive benefit it had brought to the family. This positive assessment was 

premised on the personal space it provided and the privacy it afforded. The resetting of 

personal sense of identity, security and restoration applied not just to the young person but to 

the families in general. Capacity for self-monitoring and decision-making were increased in 

the young person, and an accompanying acceleration in maturation were all suggested 

outcomes. Case notes analysed from studio applications also claimed that additional space 

would be a factor for families and young people in dealing with crowded and stressful 

households. 

In Zoe’s case, she articulated clearly that the additional space had made all the difference to 

her and her sense of self. This had a flow-on effect to her family and her academic 

achievement, something which will be addressed in the following section. The provision of 

space, which could be called one’s own and afforded the desired amount of privacy for the 

young people occupying it, was both confirmatory and restorative: 

Zoe: The extra space made it less crowded and reduced the stress with my Mum and 
brothers and sisters. Having my own space gave me privacy and allowed me to study 
better. I can now concentrate much better with my own space. A lack of space was 
making us angry with each other and feeling that we were on top of each other. We 
are all much calmer now. Now I have my own shower and room it feels good. I have 
decorated it with posters and things. I enjoy the privacy. I go out immediately after 
tea and in the morning as well before I go to school. (Zoe, young person aged 15) 

The enjoyment of privacy that is expressed by Zoe is confirmation that privacy is not only 

dependent on developmental stages in a person’s life, but can also vary from individual to 

individual. It was felt that Zoe had a strong desire for greater privacy compared with other 

interviewees. For a 15-year-old girl, she displayed great pleasure in being able to be by herself 

for extended periods of time and retained enjoyment in exercising that privacy as often as she 

could. When spatial and social limitation is removed, there is positive effect, socially, 

emotionally and academically. Zoe has been enabled to ‘emerge’ as a person due to spatial 

‘extendedness’. The combination of extension and emergence reduced the ambivalence in Zoe 

about being at home. She was able to answer in the affirmative when asked the questions: 
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Interviewer: So, extra space has made you feel like you belong more? 

Zoe: Yep. 

Interviewer: And also, that you have a home rather than just a house to be in. 

Zoe: Yep, yep. It is the best thing we ever got. (Zoe, young person aged 15) 

Catrina, the caseworker for this family, from her knowledge of the family confirms the 

experience of Zoe: 

Catrina: Zoe seemed so happy in having her own space and being able to get out to 
the studio. It gave her a quiet time to study. The younger kids were all over her. The 
additional space gave her peace and quiet, which was good for her. Zoe would have 
felt like she was in seventh heaven, like she was in a palace. The space impacted on 
her emotional capacity. I think it made a big difference to the way she felt about 
herself. For her, the modest space would have been a kingdom. (Catrina, caseworker, 
Western Melbourne) 

It can be observed in these two exchanges how a change in one element of the transactional 

system, in this case the physical environment, can impact the social and temporal. The 

relational connection between the physical, described as being in “seventh heaven” and the 

social interaction with her family and sense of self and identity, is the catalyst for further 

positive changes as time passes. The sense of self and identity coalesce for Zoe in a renewed 

sense of being at home and any ambivalence about not belonging is removed. 

Image 7: A Young Person ‘At Home’ with Her New Space (used with permission of 

KUC, Jan. 2019). 
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The similarity between Zoe’s and Debbie’s experience, while not being significant 

statistically, indicates a validity of narrative for these two young women and their households. 

Debbie had progressed further along the pathway of risk, already being deemed technically 

homeless through couch surfing. However, with the additional space the KUC studio afforded 

her, Debbie experienced a transition from loss of self and dependency on others to assuming 

responsibility for her future and making more mature decisions regarding her academic 

commitment and personal life. Debbie spoke of a renewed sense of privacy and personal space 

that translated into academic commitment. She was able to accelerate her learning by 

secluding herself in the studio and recover six months of lost academic work to the point where 

she was to return to school in the new school year. Debbie’s mother Rose also spoke about 

being confident in allowing Debbie to make more adult decisions about how she spent her 

time and with whom she spent it. This allowed for an acceleration of maturation and a greater 

cohesiveness within what was previously, on their own admission, a chaotic family. 

The theme of privacy, sanctuary and restoration was also witnessed with Susan and Joy 

(Vignette 4) and Deidre and James. Susan had provided accommodation to her parents after 

they had lost their home. 

Vignette 4: Susan and Joy.

 

Susan and Joy 

Susan and Joy are mother and daughter, who had become very close due to the shared history they 

had experienced in difficult circumstances. Joy was 21 at time of interview and had moved out of the 

family home to pursue a career in another regional city in Victoria. The period they described in the 

interview was fraught with difficulty. Susan had separated from her husband. She had been 

accustomed to a comfortable middle-class life with no shortage of money and all her family needs and 

wants able to be easily accommodated financially. Upon separation, she moved out of the family home 

with her children and rented a small, three-bedroom house in another part of town in regional 

Victoria.  

Susan had been supported financially by her parents during the most difficult time of transition after 

she separated from her husband and felt obliged, when they fell on hard times, to provide 

accommodation for them. Already sharing the new home was Joy, Susan’s youngest daughter and her 

elder daughter and her boyfriend. Joy used to have mental illness and was gradually making a 

recovery before her grandparents moved in. Joy slept on the couch after her grandparents moved in 

since they occupied what was previously her bedroom. 

 



144 

Susan was recently separated from her husband, and her parents had helped her financially 

prior to needing assistance themselves. Joy was Susan’s daughter who was, at the time, 

recovering from severe depression. The introduction of Joy’s grandparents into the 

household did not occasion a particularly crowded household when assessed numerically. 

There were seven people in a three-bedroom house. However, the perception of crowding 

was, in Joy’s words “extreme”. 

Joy: If my grandparents (Susan’s parents) were in a room, the room was full. They 
consumed a room. Their presence was so negative they crowded a house. We could 
have been in a huge room and it would have been small. 

The discord introduced into the household by the grandparents was so great that Susan feared 

for Joy’s recovery and longer-term well-being. Susan confessed in the interview that she felt 

she might lose Joy during this time. The meaning of what ‘lose’ meant was never articulated 

but its intent was clear, implying suicide. Joy recounted that she slept on the couch but that 

was not really the greatest problem. For Joy and Susan, the emotional space occupied by the 

grandparents was overwhelming. Joy mentioned it did not matter how big the room was, it 

always felt crowded when the grandparents were there. Prior to the grandparents moving in, 

the home had been described by Joy as a “haven” where she could recover from her mental 

illness. After the grandparents moved in, the home had become simply a house providing 

accommodation and a place to have a meal. Joy hated being at the house because she said it 

felt like it had been invaded, she had lost any privacy she previously had and the sense of 

haven and restoration she had started to experience disappeared. 

Joy’s grandparents, particularly her grandmother, were manipulative and emotionally controlling. This 

had a significant impact not just on Joy but on the whole household with Susan describing the 

atmosphere in the house as something akin “to World War III”. Joy experienced a relapse in mental 

health, to the point where Susan was afraid she may attempt to take her own life. Both Susan and Joy 

described the house as feeling crowded all the time, and the emotional space occupied by the 

grandparents made any room they were in feel crowded. 

Installation of a KUC studio allowed Joy space and privacy of her own where she felt she could escape 

the more insidious impact of her grandparents. She made a full mental health recovery, much to the 

relief of Susan, who felt responsible for her deterioration. Both attributed the ability to recover a sense 

of identity and belonging to the provision of additional space. 
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The provision of additional space through a KUC studio did not restore a complete sense of 

home and attachment for Joy, but it did provide enough privacy for her to continue her 

recovery from her depression. For Joy: 

The studio provided certain seclusion, but it did not really contribute to feeling at 
home. I would never have completed my VCE if I did not have the studio. I would 
have left before completion. I would have attempted to go and find work and live 
independently. The studio provided a haven and security, and I was able to turn that 
into educational achievement. The ability to have privacy was through locking the 
studio and it was important. It meant for me that the space was secure. My 
grandparents never ventured out to the studio, mainly because it was always locked. 
(Joy, young person aged 21) 

Joy had previously mentioned that prior to her grandparents moving in, she felt like she had 

control over “everything”, which was good for her recovery. Selective control of access to self 

is important for development of identity and attachment. Control was taken from her when her 

grandparents moved in, and Susan described the household as chaotic. 

Susan: The household descended into chaos. It was like WWIII. When my parents 
came, the chaos was increased. There was constant clashing and chaos (Susan, 
mother of Joy) 

Joy also mentioned the impossibility of escaping the emotional presence of her grandparents, 

and every encounter ended in emotional discord. Additional space provided a sanctuary and 

haven from the turmoil of an emotionally crowded house. 

Joy was able to reset her sense of identity with the ability to withdraw. She became more 

determined than ever to overcome her challenges, complete her VCE and find her own space 

in life. At the time of interview, Joy was a confident young woman, 21 years of age, who was 

achieving the goals she had set herself, acknowledging the role the extra space had played for 

her at a critical time in her life. Both she and her mother now acknowledged the house again 

had become their ‘home’. 

When a KUC studio was installed for James, the son of Diedre who had cared for many 

younger relatives over a long period in crowded circumstances, James acknowledged: 

James: Um just I think it helped me to show me who I was more. It gave me time to 
think to myself, and I think it helped me grow up a bit more. 

Interviewer: So that became your space? 

James: Yeh, the environment was really important. 
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Interviewer: Did you feel the same, Deidre? 

Deidre: Yeh, it made things so much better. He had his own shower, he’s got his 
own space. I could deal with the traumas the kids were going through and not worry 
about James seeing and hearing things and saying, ‘Don’t treat mum that way’. It 
makes it easier for his work. Um, it makes it easier when James comes home when 
it’s cold. Even just having that toilet. Just having his own spot and his own space. I 
can say to James just get out and he can. 

James: And it’s good ‘coz I can have a couple mates over as well. I’ve got my own 
space, like I don’t have to worry about anyone interrupting 

James insists the privacy the space affords has allowed him to mature since it has given him 

an opportunity for reflection. It has also removed him from the everyday turmoil of living in 

a sometimes-difficult household, where young children are learning new habits and routines 

after experiencing a lack of control from their previous circumstances. James is clear his new 

environment has provided him with a sanctuary where he can exercise the necessary privacy 

he desires. This applies to having friends over and socialising with them as he chooses. The 

maturation occurring from the selective control of access to self is evidenced by James stating, 

“it gave me time think and helped me grow up a bit more”. Self-reflection away from the 

constant stress of a crowded circumstance is important in the development of self and self-

identity. Space allows for the emergence of self and is both preventative of risk and restorative 

of possibility. 

6.6 Space, Crowding, Learning and Risk 

Several households interviewed suggested that the limitation of private space within a crowded 

household affected learning and educational outcomes for young people. Approximately 25% 

of case notes analysed also claimed the provision of additional space would assist in better 

learning outcomes for the young people in crowded households. Interviewees associated lack 

of educational achievement, engagement and aspiration and risk of homelessness with the lack 

of private space available for quiet study periods. Lack of space in crowded households 

provided no separation between young children and young people undertaking Secondary 

Schooling. Privacy and respite for pursuing uninterrupted study were compromised. Torn 

pages, ripped work, scribble and lost work were all mentioned due to crowding and lack of 

study space. Parents/caregivers lamented the lack of space available and spoke of significant 

improvement when additional space was provided. Additional space created separation 

between younger and older children. It allowed for continuity of work, privacy, solitude and 
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improved concentration. One mother was adamant that if the lack of space had not been 

addressed, the young person would not have completed her VCE and would have left home 

prematurely. 

Several young people discussed in this chapter showed marked educational improvement. Joy 

was enabled to complete her VCE, Zoe showed marked improvement in her educational 

progress and Debbie was able to recover a year of lost curriculum due to non-school attendance 

within the space of four months. All indicated this was due to the provision of additional space 

that afforded privacy and personal space for uninterrupted study. Susan’s statement is a 

summary of these responses: 

Susan: Joy would have struggled with her studies if she did not have the studio. She 
would have attempted to go and find work and live independently, and that may have 
been a big risk for her. 

One remarkable interview conducted with Peter, a young person, and his mother Tora, 

indicated the significance of private space for educational progress. The home was a small 

Office of Housing rental property consisting of three bedrooms. Eleven people occupied the 

house. The two oldest children, Peter and his sister, were deemed gifted children. Tora 

suggested that while Peter was more relaxed in his learning discipline, his sister was quite 

“highly strung” and became agitated when her concentration during study was interrupted or 

her work was disturbed. Tora became increasingly concerned for Peter and his sister because 

she wished for them to achieve their potential. The family was very close, but the lack of 

private study space was starting to become a contentious issue in the household. Tora and her 

family were provided a two-bedroom KUC studio to alleviate crowding and to provide private 

study space for Peter and his sister. 

Tora noted that after the installation of the studio, Peter and his sister had been able to 

withdraw from the demands of the crowded household and have a quiet and private space of 

their own to study. The ability to leave work open before completion was a benefit, since they 

could leave it and come back as necessary without disturbance to the work. Peter and his sister 

completed VCE and had progressed to University at the time of interview. Extension of space 

for this household provided extension of possibility and educational emergence. Early school 

leaving is indicative, among other things, of a much-reduced income over a lifetime 

(Robinson, E & Meredith 2018) and possible risk of homelessness (Chamberlain & Mackenzie 

1998). Space was important for Peter and his sister to achieve educationally. 
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A similar circumstance was experienced in the household of Ellen and Jim, who were foster 

parents to six children, two brothers and four children from another family. Jack, the eldest 

boy of all the children, had shared a bedroom with his brother from when they were very 

young. At the time of interview, Jack was 18 and in his first year of University. Jack and his 

brother, who was on the autism spectrum, had shared a room until a KUC studio had been 

installed about a year ago. That they had shared a room harmoniously in their earlier years 

served to underscore the understanding that privacy and demand for personal space are also 

developmentally conditional. Prior to the extra space of the studio, the boys had become far 

more argumentative and Jack had become frustrated he could not find the space and privacy 

he needed for his study and personal life: 

Jack: My personal conflict with my brother was not a problem before because we 
were much younger. We were getting more annoyed with each other as we got older, 
and it became more important that we each had our own space. (Jack, brother to Tim 
and foster child to Ellen and Jim) 

Jack felt the household had been crowded, while his foster parents did not maintain the same 

sense. Jack presented as highly motivated and self-contained and admitted he felt he needed 

greater sense of privacy and personal space than had been available in the house. He also 

described himself as quite a private person. The additional space gave Jack what he had been 

searching for, with more privacy and personal space for application to study. His parents 

attested to the change that had occurred in Jack and the entire household. Jack, at the time of 

interview, was in his first year of Medicine at University. Jack’s foster parents and Jack were 

adamant this would not have been possible without the privacy and personal space afforded 

by the additional space. 

Conversely, Jennifer, a caseworker from North East Victoria, saw a progression between lack 

of space, demand for privacy, crowding, educational disengagement and risk of homelessness. 

When describing a client family, she claimed: 

Jennifer: It (crowding) affects their schooling because they haven’t got somewhere 
quiet to do their homework. Sometimes, they haven’t got anywhere to sit to do their 
homework. 

Interviewer: Can I press that point a bit? It would appear that the capacity for 
educational development is hindered... 

Jennifer: Absolutely. 

Interviewer: … by this aspect of crowding? 
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Jennifer: And chaos. Chaos is a really good word because the household is quite 
chaotic. Because you can’t establish some sort of routine. You have to shift the kids’ 
homework off the table, so people can sit down and have dinner. So, the kid hasn’t 
finished the homework, so they have to come back again. There is no actual settled 
time. They are always shifting something to do something. 

Within the same context of this interview, the caseworker went on to add: 

Jennifer: ...there is a huge risk of them disengaging from education. 

Interviewer: So, in your opinion the educational disengagement is coupled with...? 

Jennifer: The overcrowding. Not being able to study. Not being able to concentrate 
on their studies. You know, Rose will have the twins tearing around on the floor. 
Same with the other kids. Not being able to have their own ...stuff. (By this, she 
implies educational material.) There will be a kid crawling around on the floor, and 
get into the rooms, and muck up the stuff and tear up the books as they do when they 
are little. They just can’t have their own stuff in their own space and know that it is 
theirs. 

Interviewer: Are you associating disengagement from education with other risks as 
well? 

Jennifer: Well, absolutely. What happens, from what I have seen, the kids disengage 
from school, and they will get bored, and hang out with other kids up the street, and 
that’s where they become very vulnerable and drug and alcohol issues start. You 
know they can become a catalyst for other things. It leads to out-of-home couch 
surfing and sneaking out of home at night. (Jennifer, caseworker, North East 
Victoria) 

Jennifer links lack of space for quiet study within a crowded household to underperformance 

in education. This underperformance results in gradual disengagement from education and 

subsequent risk-taking behaviour. The possibility of a pathway to homelessness opens as an 

obvious risk. To prove this as a causal process would be problematic, given the many other 

factors that may be significant. For Jennifer and many of the households and caseworkers 

interviewed or analysed through case notes, this was a valid description of the experience of 

crowded households. They remained bound by space rather than possessing spatial extension 

and social and educational emergence. 

6.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have maintained the configured space of the dwelling affects the social and 

is affected by the social within a transactional perspective. Families and individuals within 

households may experience social and emotional boundedness from the limitations and quality 
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of space. In a culture that sees itself as constructed by the material and constructive of the 

material, those who experience an inadequacy of space experience a lack of attachment to 

place. The symbolic elements indicative of home, including but not limited to, shelter, haven, 

hearth, privacy and roots (Easthope 2004; Somerville 1992), express a sense of belonging, 

attachment, identity and possibility. When the space of place creates a sense of limitation 

within the household, the pervading sense presented by the interviews suggests a sense of loss 

of attachment to place and home. The material representation of the dwelling can become a 

negative through stigmatising and internalised by those occupying the dwelling. The impact 

becomes one of deprivation, loss of possibilities and desire for escape. The physical 

configuration and limitation of space can serve to impede positive social functioning and 

sociability. These are building blocks for sense of identity, attachment to family and place, 

security and belonging. If the space of place is not conducive for such development in young 

people, these building blocks that underpin ontological security can be compromised. In every 

interview conducted, the household described themselves as family and all had a desire to 

occupy a ‘home’. This desire was compromised when the physical space was not adequate to 

the relational demands of the family. Family members became conditioned by this inadequacy, 

which further confirmed their alienation from each other and the place of home. Quantity and 

quality of space are equally important in the assessment of adequacy of space. Inadequacy of 

space may be overcome by the social cohesiveness of the household or family occupying that 

space, but even this cohesiveness cannot fully protect against other limitations imposed by the 

boundedness and limitation of space. If, as Somerville (2012) suggests, homelessness is 

multidimensional, the boundedness of space and the subsequent derogation of place poses 

short- and long-term risk of homelessness for young people. 

The inability to selectively control the access to self, which is the essence of privacy, increases 

the sense of being bound by space rather than experiencing the emergence the adequacy of 

space provides. Being bound within the available space through lack of control of the space 

from the invasion by others may result in a frustration and deterioration in mental health to the 

point where one begins to feel ambivalent about either being ‘at home’ or wishing to remain 

at home. Risk of homelessness for young people interviewed becomes very real when the 

physical space does not allow this selective access to privacy. The social elements that 

constitute identity, security and belonging are compromised by the very thing that is meant to 

facilitate these activities, the dwelling. The dwelling becomes a stranger and makes one a 

stranger to oneself and the place where one should feel ‘at home’. 
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Conversely, when adequate space, not just in quantity but quality, is provided, the risk of 

homelessness can be ameliorated, and space becomes restorative. Adequate space for an 

individual young person allows privacy to be exercised to the desired level and creates a sense 

of personal space and security. This, in turn, provides a renewed sense of identity, belonging 

and attachment. Adequate space contributes to a diminution in the discord within the family 

exacerbated by crowding, with positive social interaction creating a renewed experience of 

‘home’. In a safe, secure and personal space, the opportunity to ‘emerge’ for a young person 

is reinforced by the possibility for improved maturation and educational progress. From a 

transactional perspective, the environmental change occasioned by the provision of additional 

and adequate space interrupts the developing risk factors of homelessness for young people 

described in these crowded households and provides an opportunity for multidimensional 

‘emergence’. 

The following chapter continues the exploration of the experiences and practices of crowded 

households through the lens of household chaos. The impact of chaos within crowded 

households is examined as to the risk it poses to homelessness for young people. 
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Chapter 7: The Contribution of Chaos 

7.1 Introduction 

In exploring how living in perceived crowded conditions leads to a risk of homelessness for 

young people, I have maintained in previous chapters that the social, spatial and temporal 

circumstances of these households are relevant in answering this question. The findings 

presented in this chapter explore the lived experiences and practices of crowded households 

form the perspective of household chaos. 

Examination of the primary data from the interviews with families, and secondary data of case 

notes sourced from the KUC database, indicated household chaos is a significant factor in 

promoting a risk of homelessness for young people. Household chaos described in the 

interviews included a feeling of inability to cope with the pressures of daily living, difficulty 

in the discipline of children, noise, physical and emotional violence, a sense of drowning or 

inability to breathe, exhaustion, lack of social and private space, lack of physical amenity, such 

as storage and health hygiene, disturbed sleep patterns and lack of routine. 

Chaos within crowded households, combined with spatial compromise, produces a sense of 

being bound and a feeling of loss of control. This boundedness, described in various ways in 

the interviews, produces a greater risk of homelessness. This chapter will expand on the 

experience of chaos within crowded households and the contribution it makes to greater risk 

of homelessness for young people. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. Each section is derived from the data provided in the 

interviews conducted with families, caseworkers and case notes sourced from the KUC data 

base. The first section, Chaos and Incursion, describes how the chaos of crowding can be 

introduced into a household, which up until that point had been relatively harmonious. The 

circumstance of caregivers, often elderly grandparents, taking in multiple children, and the 

subsequent disturbance to the harmony of the household, is one that is becoming more 

common in the experience of KUC. The second section, Chaos and Stress, details findings 

that reach beyond a moment where everything changes and describes stressors in the 

household that provide an experience of chaos and crowding over a more extended period. 
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The effects of more prolonged stressors are described by the interviewees as cumulative and 

entrenched. The third section, Chaos and Sleep, describes the experiences of people living in 

crowded circumstances and the disturbance this provides to regular sleep patterns. Disturbed 

sleep patterns within chaotic and crowded households are a dominant feature and indicate 

greater risk in the long term than the immediate experience of loss of sleep. The final section, 

Chaos and the Physical, explains the connection drawn from the data between the physical 

adequacy of the dwelling, crowding, chaos and risk of homelessness. 

7.2 Chaos Through Incursion—A Moment of Risk 

Many of the households interviewed experienced what I refer to as an incursion. I define 

incursion as occurring when a caregiver/s accepts into the household new residents in numbers 

that cause initial chaos. I have used the term incursion to reflect the suddenness and 

unexpectedness of the event. In a family stress model, this would be described as a stressor 

(Weber 2011). The incursion, in some cases occurring unannounced, provides a sudden 

stimulus in creating a chaotic household. In every instance, the incursion increased the 

numbers of people accommodated in the household, sometimes significantly. In most 

instances, the incursion was characterised by young relatives, such as grandchildren, being 

accepted into the household (Vignette 5). In other instances, the household accepted 

grandparents of the young person into the household, another accepted a non-related young 

person and two households took in more distant younger relatives. One grandparental 

household, which occupied a dwelling of two bedrooms, took in a family of seven, swelling 

the numbers from two to nine. 

Reasons for such incursions included illness of a parent, lack of parenting capacity by the 

biological parent/s and statutory and duty of care referrals by the DHHS. Family obligation 

was cited as an overriding factor for taking in related others. Differences in family obligation 

between Indigenous and non-Indigenous families have been previously described (Birdsall-

Jones & Shaw 2008; Memmott, Birdsall-Jones & Greenop 2012). However, interviews 

conducted within the entire cohort, which included Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

households, indicated that family obligation in these circumstances was held in regard by all 

households. The pattern of incursion and subsequent chaos was identified in the interviews 

conducted with households and in the case notes of other households. Of the interviews 
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conducted, approximately 50% represented this incursion pattern (Vignette 5). In the 37 case 

notes reviewed, approximately one-third demonstrated similar patterns. 

Vignette 5: Rosalie and Helen. 

 

The impact of incursion has a destabilising effect on the household, spatially, socially and 

temporally. The impact of incursion is captured in an interview with a grandmother who had 

taken on legal guardianship of her four grandchildren aged 6–14. 

Mary: For me, before it was quite different because there was only three of us at 
home. It was a very quiet place at home. I was working. I was busy working and 

Rosalie and Helen 

Rosalie is a matriarch, who at one time presided over a household of five children of her own. They 

lived in a three-bedroom Office of Housing dwelling in Western Melbourne. Overnight, three 

additional young children were added to the household, having been removed by the Department of 

Health and Human Services from their biological mother due to lack of parental care. These children 

were relatives but were not grandchildren. No additional space was provided initially to accommodate 

these children. The household grew from six to nine people overnight. Sleeping arrangements meant 

that all available space was occupied by temporary bedding, which was laid out at night and folded up 

each morning. A hallway in the house was blocked off to provide further temporary sleeping quarters. 

Built-in storage was very limited, and plastic boxes lined the walls of the dining area and every other 

available space to accommodate all the storage needs of the household. Toileting and showering were 

taken under duress since there was always another person waiting. 

Normal routines, such as mealtimes, were undertaken in shifts to accommodate the numbers of people 

in the household. Preparation of school lunches was done on an almost military footing with discipline 

being enforced as a necessity but with consideration for the management of the whole household. 

Helen, Rosalie’s eldest daughter, described the sensation of crowding as such that “you felt you 

couldn’t breathe”. To escape the constant press inside, many hours were spent outside and in the park 

across the road playing with the younger children.  

One of Rosalie’s older children left home prematurely despite a KUC two-bedroom studio being 

installed. Rosalie and Helen put this departure down, in part, to the impact of crowding. Her 

whereabouts at the time of interview was unknown, and it was feared she may be living on the street. 

Despite this loss, Rosalie and Helen were adamant the installation of the KUC studio had provided 

significant benefit to the household. 
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doing my own thing. I was free to do my own thing. But since the kids came, it 
became seven and they were teenagers and my life changed. Well, before I didn’t 
have so much to worry about as now. Taking them to school, picking them up. Make 
sure they have clothes to wear, wash, clean, shopping, cooking. I didn’t have all of 
that before. There was just three of us. My daughter, she is working. She just started 
working this year. Yes, and I think my husband felt that way as well. We were used 
to a different life. I was used to a different life. I would go to work and come back, 
and we would sit down at night and watch a bit of telly and now everything is gone. 
Everything is gone, and I dream about peace. (Grandmother: Mary, caring for four 
grandchildren) 

Mary describes a radical departure from a life constructed around few people in the home and 

a progression of the grandparental home towards semi-retirement. Prior to the incursion, the 

household numbered three including Mary, Mary’s husband and her adult daughter. The house 

had been modified to three bedrooms, one for the daughter, one main bedroom and one spare 

bedroom. Mary describes the household prior to the incursion as “very quiet”. Her husband 

had retired, and Mary was still working, although she had accepted less hours in preparation 

for retirement. The routine and rhythm of the household was well established and built around 

a desire for a quiet lifestyle. Mary’s daughter was working full time, and Mary was happy to 

have her at home. The household had developed a routine, which provided for stability and 

contentment. Mary was looking forward to sharing time with husband and friends. Acceptance 

of the four grandchildren into the household created a significant disruption to the household. 

Later in the interview, Mary describes the initial impact on the household as one of “chaos”. 

This chaos involved the dislocation of sleeping arrangements within the household, work 

commitments, social freedoms, behaviour patterns and available space. Mary’s husband 

moved from the main bedroom to sleep on the couch, and Mary shared her bedroom with one 

of her grandchildren. Three other grandchildren shared the other bedroom. Established 

routines were turned upside down, with the priority now in caring for the grandchildren. The 

shock of the incursion upset all established routines and demanded the prioritising of others 

that were long past, such as increased shopping, ushering the grandchildren to school and other 

activities and increased cleaning, washing and cooking demands. Storage of personal 

belongings became difficult, with all the children’s clothes and possessions stored in boxes in 

the main bedroom. Mary retired from work and took on the role of full-time carer. Her social 

life was disrupted, and she had high blood pressure in the initial stages after the incursion, a 

circumstance she attributed to the stress that she experienced. 
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Difficulty in establishing a routine in the early stages of the incursion was also attributed to 

the level of self-discipline and self-management of the young children and adolescents. Many 

had come from homes with little or no parental discipline or established routine. When 

questioned regarding the establishment of routine for the children, Mary responded: 

Mary: It was hard. At first, it was terribly hard establishing a routine because you 
are trying to get somebody to do something they don’t know about. There was no 
routine. So, it was hard on them and it was hard on me. (Grandmother: Mary, caring 
for four grandchildren) 

Another grandmother, Rosalie (Vignette 5), relating the lack of routine in eating patterns 

commented: 

Rosalie: At first, they wouldn’t eat, but now they know that they can eat, they do. 
Sometimes they eat too much, like Jane she ate 15 dim sims. Before, they wouldn’t 
know if they were getting another meal, so they would just eat and eat. So, we have 
had to balance all that out. (Grandmother: Rosalie, caring for three grandchildren) 

Chaos in the new household was not only to be found in increased numbers. Quite often, the 

children coming into the household had experienced lack of routine in the previous household, 

which included lack of regularity of mealtimes, bedtimes, school attendance, multiple partners 

of the principal carer, violence and drug use. This lack of routine and capacity for self-

discipline contributed initially to the general chaos of the new household. 

Another type of incursion witnessed was where grandparents of a young person were accepted 

into the home out of familial obligation. These grandparents had assisted their daughter, Susan, 

financially after she had separated from her husband. Susan felt obliged to take in her parents 

when they lost their home. The granddaughter (Joy) had a mental illness and was recovering 

at the time of the incursion. Sleeping arrangements were immediately disturbed, and Joy was 

required to bed down on the couch. The chaos generated in this household was due to the 

additional people introduced into the household and the emotional space that the grandparents 

occupied. Susan described the situation as “World War III”. She also felt that she had 

sacrificed Joy and her well-being for the sake of her obligation to her parents. Privacy and 

security, including physical security, key elements of feeling in control, were compromised. 

The circumstances that pertained were identified as providing a high risk of homelessness for 

the young person by Susan, Joy and the caseworker interviewed. 

The impact of this incursion had the effect of both feeling no longer at home. This was keenly 

felt by those occupying the dwelling prior to the incursion. The spatial adequacy and settled 
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patterns and routines of the household were affected to such an extent that a sense of ‘home’ 

was compromised. Susan and Joy both acknowledged the symbolic and material connection 

of home, describing it in terms of a haven and provider of identity and security. After Joy’s 

grandparents moved in, the symbolic nature of home was lost and the material became 

identified with alienation and ‘un-home’. Home was reduced to accommodation. It became 

utilised only for eating and sleeping accompanied by a preference to stay away as long as 

possible in other activities rather than return ‘home’. 

In some interviews, there was a distinction between this loss of a feeling of home by the 

parent/caregiver and the young person/people entering the home (Vignette 6). For those young 

people that had arrived from circumstances of identified risk (by caseworkers), their feeling 

of safety and security was increased. 

Vignette 6: Kathryn and Carl. 

 

Kathryn and Carl 

Kathryn lives in an Office of Housing rental property with her four biological sons and Carl. Carl 

came to live with Kathryn and her sons after he had fled from a violent situation with his [Cite your 

source here.] father and sister. Carl was 16 at the time of interview and had spent time on the street 

dealing drugs and getting into “some bad shit” as he described it. Carl arrived on Kathryn’s 

doorstep one night having caught a bus from his father’s house. He sought refuge with Kathryn 

because he had visited on occasion and was friends with one of her sons. The house contained three 

bedrooms with all the boys occupying the bedrooms and Kathryn sleeping in the laundry on a camp 

stretcher.  

Kathryn found it hard to enforce discipline on her boys, and she described the household as 

chaotic. She worried that the older and younger boys mixed too freely, the younger boys being 

introduced to language and ideas that were inappropriate for their age. Sleep regulation was 

minimal with the boys playing video games to early hours of the morning. Kathryn felt sleep 

deprivation was affecting her sons’ educational engagement. Lack of storage increased the sense of 

chaos, and Kathryn considered the house nothing more than shelter. Conversely, Carl was grateful 

to be welcomed into a safer and more loving environment, contrasting with the circumstances he 

had exited. He felt he finally had a home despite he and Kathryn both describing the house as 

crowded. Carl had re-engaged with education with Kathryn’s support and had an intention 

eventually to take up an apprenticeship.  



158 

 
This led to a sense of belonging and a heightened sense of home. Privacy, for the young person, 

was secondary to security and safety. This apparent contradiction is represented by Carl: 

Carl: Yeh, I have to consider what mum (carer) says as well when she says it does 
not feel like a home to her but to me it feels like a home. When I was living with my 
dad, that really did not feel like a fuckin home. When I came here, it was a big 
difference. It was like a big shock and I liked it. (Young person: Carl, 15, unrelated 
to carer but still calling her “mum”) 

The change of circumstance for this young person was both social/emotional and physical. 

Carl had moved from a situation of high risk living with his father and sister and subsequently 

on the street. In both circumstances, he felt deeply insecure. He arrived on Kathryn’s doorstep 

because he had a friendship with two of her sons. Kathryn accommodated Carl without 

statuary support, since he came of his own accord. She had cared for him and given him a 

home. This generosity provided a sense of security for Carl that he had not experienced, 

possibly for his entire life. The feeling of security and belonging evinced in him a deep sense 

of attachment and being at home. While Carl said that the house felt crowded, the sense of 

security and belonging he felt outweighed any risk crowding might provide. 

However, for Kathryn, the addition of Carl into the household contributed to an increased 

sense of chaos and crowding and of living in a house rather than a ‘home’. While Carl 

recognised that for him the level of risk had diminished, for his carer the compromise of space 

and physical amenity in the home had increased the sense of alienation from home. This 

compromise for Kathryn did not diminish her sense of care and responsibility for Carl and her 

biological sons. However, when the primary carer in a household is alienated from the sense 

of security, identity and haven that feeling at home provides, the risk of this permeating the 

household remains. The impact may well be that the young people in the household fail to 

Since Carl came to Kathryn of his own accord, no statutory care payment was available. Financial 

resources were very limited. Kathryn hated birthdays and Christmas because they reminded her of 

what she was not able to provide for her boys. 

Kathryn, Carl and their case worker all described the circumstances within the household as crowded, 

exacerbated by the chaos experienced within the home. Kathryn was looking forward to the respite the 

additional space a KUC studio might provide to the sense of chaos she felt. No confirmation of the 

success of the application for the KUC had been received at the time of interview. 
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develop, through the routinisation of home and all that it provides, a sense of security, identity 

and belonging. Long-term risk may be the consequence of this alienation. 

In the household of grandmother Rosalie, similar circumstances pertained to that of Mary’s 

household. Both Mary and Rosalie had taken in grandchildren that were at greater risk in their 

previous circumstances than they were in the now crowded but more secure household. The 

perception of the adult carers of the stress injected into the household by an incursion can vary 

significantly from that experienced by the young person/people. However, reduction of risk 

does not mean negation of risk. While short-term risk may be averted by such incursions, the 

longer-term risk, if left unaddressed in a crowded household, may be significant. One form of 

chaos is replaced by another, which may be latent in impact but remain dormant until 

contributing factors coalesce. If the adult carer/s feel that their home is no longer home for 

them and it is crowded and chaotic despite their best intentions, this may well have an impact 

on all the young people in the household over time. Creating, sustaining or even increasing 

the sense of chaos in a household through this sudden incursion producing crowding affects 

the physical, social and emotional balance within a household. The impact is different for each 

member in the household. Home is often described in symbolic terms, but there is a material 

sense that effects who we are and how we are within the physical environment. Compromising 

the physical environment of home, as well as the social, can render it as ‘un-home’ and provide 

a sense of homelessness. Compromise of the physical space has a significant impact on the 

development of young people and their carers. 

7.3 Chaos, Stress and Crowding 

I have used the term incursion to describe what Hill (1958) called a crisis-precipitating event 

or stressor. He defined this as a “situation for which the family has had little or no prior 

preparation and must therefore be viewed as problematic” (Hill 1958 p. 139;). Incursion 

connotes a sense of suddenness and systemic shock. A transactional perspective contends that 

when one element of the system is affected, this creates change in its other elements. Incursion 

is one type of stressor or crisis-precipitating event that affects the entire system. Other stressors 

identified in the interviews conducted were of a more prolonged nature and included 

intellectual and learning disabilities and mental health issues, particularly of young people. 

They were either developmental or postnatal and became more intense as the children grew 

older and/or more children were born into the household. Such stressors created significant 
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stress in the households where these circumstances pertained and contributed to a perception 

of being crowded and to a risk of homelessness. Some adult carers exhibited mental health 

issues in the case notes consulted, although this was not the case in any of the interviews. 

The ongoing stress of these disabilities provided a level of chaos that was exacerbated by 

spatial limitation. Violence, excessive noise, overstimulation, emotional and physical stress, 

lack of privacy and personal space, disturbed sleep patterns and feelings of insecurity were all 

included in descriptions of chaos. Crowding and lack of space were always raised by the 

interviewees as contributing to this chaos. Experienced over an extended period, these 

circumstances created a feeling that a household was in continual chaos and constantly 

crowded (Vignette 7). 

Vignette 7: Jill, Tom and Sara. 

 

Jill, Tom and Sara 

Jill is the mother of four children, Tom and Sara being the two eldest aged 15 and 17. At the time 

of interview, they occupied a three-bedroom Office of Housing dwelling. This dwelling was 

possibly the most recently built of all the Government and social housing encountered during 

my research. However, it still had only single bathroom and shower. Jill shared her bedroom 

with her youngest daughter, who has severe behavioural problems with some intellectual 

disability. The three other children all had intellectual disabilities. Tom’s younger brother, with 

whom he shared a room, was also on the autism spectrum. Sara occupied the other bedroom. Jill 

shared her bedroom with her youngest daughter as an attempt to manage and contain some of 

her more difficult behaviours. 

Prior to occupying the house, which had only recently occurred, Jill and her family were homeless, 

spending six months travelling Victoria and living in tents. Interestingly, Jill felt more at home on the 

road and camping than she did within the house they had recently occupied. Jill indicated the space 

camping provided allowed her to manage the difficult behaviours her children displayed with greater 

ease then within the more enclosed space of the house. She also felt the lack of financial burden 

provided by the simplicity of camping allowed for a greater freedom than she felt in the house. Tom 

shared a bedroom with his brother and showed visible signs of exhaustion due to the behaviours of 

his brother, which included erratic sleep patterns and noise disturbance. 
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Examples of this prolonged stress were provided in three households interviewed. All the 

children in each household experienced either intellectual and/or behavioural disability. Ages 

of the young people ranged from 21 years to infants of a few months. The number of people 

in each household was five, nine and 12. The disabilities included intellectual and learning 

disabilities, autism and severe attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and oppositional 

defiance disorder. In a household of five, Jill was a single parent and had chosen to sleep with 

her daughter of 14 years of age to manage the extreme behaviours she exhibited. Two teenage 

boys, Tom and Nat, shared a second bedroom. Tom has an intellectual disability, and Nat has 

autism. The eldest daughter, Sarah, aged 18, occupied the third bedroom. The dwelling was a 

three-bedroom Department of Housing property and felt more spacious than many of the 

dwellings entered for interviews. Under normal circumstances, a household of five in a three-

bedroom house would not be considered crowded. Asked to describe the experience of the 

household Jill termed it “chaotic”. She continued: 

Jill: We are all on top of each other. No one has their own, besides Sarah, no one has 
their own space. The other three don’t have that personal space where they can calm 
down. So, we don’t have that opportunity to say go in your room and calm yourself 
down. We don’t have that in this house. I have to sit out here and calm myself down 
and put one in the lounge room, and the two young ones have to go into the 
bedrooms, and they’ve barricaded themselves in the bedrooms and they are trying to 
smash up the house. (Jill: mother of four) 

It is clear from what Jill says that this household was not operating within normal constraints. 

The stress created by the disabilities engendered the feeling that the house was crowded. Jill 

was adamant later in the interview that children such as hers with disabilities, required more 

space for the safety of themselves and others in the family. While it did not appear that this 

house was crowded numerically, the conversation that transpired in the interview indicated 

All the children were home-schooled, and Tom said he was not able to concentrate owing to his lack of 

sleep and physical exhaustion. Tom was ambivalent about being in a house and no longer camping, 

while Sara made it clear she did not wish to return to that life. Jill would have been happy to return 

with her family to a life of camping. All were adamant they felt crowded because of the behaviours 

within the household, even though this household was perhaps the least crowded of all those 

interviewed. 
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Jill, Tom and Sarah all felt the house was extremely crowded. The lack of opportunity to find 

a safe and secure space for volatile children affected the perception of available and safe 

physical space. Regular and repeated verbal and physical violence formed part of the every 

day and night experience of this household. Jill had disturbed sleep patterns due to the 

volatility of her daughter with whom she shared a room. Tom recounted his disturbed sleep 

patterns due to the autism of his brother Nat. Jill spoke of a “last resort” of asking her eldest 

daughter to leave home to provide more space in the house to accommodate those with 

disability. The risk of the eldest daughter leaving home and becoming homeless was increased 

by her intellectual disability. She would have difficulty in finding and maintaining independent 

living. She too described the situation as severely crowded, and three siblings interviewed saw 

additional space as a means of alleviating the stress and chaos in the household. 

In contrast to the stress and chaos engendered by the spatial limitation of the dwelling, this 

family had been homeless for six months prior to being accommodated. They spent these 

months on the road throughout Central and North Western Victoria camping in tents, mostly 

in free camping areas and bush camps. Jill felt more able to handle the behaviours displayed 

by the children because of the open space that was available. 

Jill: Yeh, I think for me, I love the county. I love being away from people. For me, 
I could cope with the children’s meltdowns better because I could breathe, and I 
could say you can throw a wobbly and it doesn’t matter. (Jill, mother of four) 

It is interesting to note that in this brief narrative, Jill describes herself as being able to breathe. 

Many of the interviews described a sensory embodiment of crowding that included an inability 

to breathe, a feeling of drowning and that “everybody was on top of each other”. The open 

space afforded in camping provided a degree of relief from stress. Stress can be exacerbated 

by the available space of the dwelling and the needs of a volatile household, giving rise to 

perception of crowding. Transition from open space to one that was more restricted (the 

dwelling) contributed to the chaos and stress and sense of ‘being crowded’. The unavailability 

of space the family believed was required to manage the disabilities contributed to a lack of 

personal space and privacy, which may lead to a loss of self and self-identity. Longer-term 

risk from this loss is difficult to predict but sense of self and self-identity are important markers 

for future stability. Spatial ‘boundedness’ is magnified in the contrast between the open space 

of camping and the bound space of the house. This boundedness, exacerbated by spatial 

limitation and disability, created chaos and stress with limited potential for ‘emergence’. 
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A family of nine (Vignette 3) that shared a four-bedroom two-bathroom government rental 

house presented with similar disabilities. All children in the household experienced some level 

of learning disability. The family comprised seven children and two adults. Some months prior 

to the interview, the family received a one-bedroom KUC studio to accommodate the eldest 

daughter, aged 15. Prior to the installation of the studio, three girls shared one bedroom, two 

boys the second, a younger girl and a baby the third and mother and partner the fourth. The 

partner stayed over intermittently and displayed periods of violence. Miriam, the mother, 

described the level of chaos: 

Miriam: Storage was really limited. We put lots of stuff on and under the beds and 
all over. It was chaotic. The house in general was just overcrowded. Everyone was 
on top of one another with three girls in one room. It was ok, but the girls needed 
their own space. The disabilities were causing additional stress in the household. 
They were on top of each other. There was nowhere to move. It created emotional 
instability. The lack of space was making us angry with each other and feeling that 
we were on top of each other. Yep, yep, it was full on. (Miriam, mother of seven 
children with disability) 

Miriam refers to multiple factors in this narrative. She sees a connection between the 

disabilities of the children in the household, emotional instability, physical embodiment, lack 

of space, clutter due to lack of storage, crowding and chaos. Lack of personal space and 

privacy exacerbated by intellectual disability and more limited capacity for self-management 

by the children in a crowded household creates emotional instability and an angry household. 

The embodied expression of these elements, stated three times, is that of feeling physically 

squashed in a rugby scrum of chaos. 

Other symptoms of chaos and stress experienced by the household included intermittent 

violent outbursts by the partner, disturbed sleep patterns and excessive noise and demands of 

the younger children on the eldest daughter. Prior to additional space being provided, the 

household was also described as being chaotic by a caseworker from a partner service to KUC. 

Unhygienic bedding, broken cupboards and children’s scribble over many of the walls were 

included in the caseworker’s description of this chaos. The impact of this chaos and stress is 

reflected in this statement by Miriam and her daughter Zoe: 

Miriam: Before the additional space, she (Zoe) was going downhill. She did not 
have her own space and was not doing her homework. She just did not want to be in 
the house. 
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Zoe: I just didn’t want to be in the house much longer. It didn’t feel like home, and 
I didn’t feel like I belonged. 

Social discord and spatial limitation experienced over time combined in this household to 

create a feeling of not belonging and loss of educational motivation and opportunity. Zoe had 

indicated earlier that she had a sense of belonging but expresses here the impact the chaos of 

the crowded household has on her. She makes an association between the crowded physical 

space, the chaos within it and the desire to escape these pressures. Zoe has a learning disability, 

and while her answers in the main were brief, her ability to reflect on what was occurring for 

her in this household was insightful. Miriam also has some minor intellectual disability and 

had experienced extended homelessness when she was a young person. Later in the interview, 

she described how she had inculcated in her children the fear of homelessness. However, fear 

is no guarantee against the event occurring if the circumstances dictate the outcome. The sense 

of not belonging, if left unanswered, may be a marker on the pathway to homelessness in the 

future. 

The provision of additional space through the installation of a KUC studio, ameliorated 

crowding in the household and the associated chaos and stress. The ability of Zoe to retreat in 

selective privacy allowed a sense of self and self-identity to emerge and provided further 

positive possibilities for the young person and family. This is reflected in several statements 

from the interview: 

Zoe: Now I have my own shower and room it feels good. I have decorated it with 
posters and things. I enjoy the privacy. I go out immediately after tea and in the 
morning as well before I go to school. The extra space has made it less crowded and 
reduced the stress in the house. Having my own space gave me privacy and allowed 
me to study better. 

Miriam: Zoe now concentrates much better due to the studio and does her 
homework. 

Zoe: The extra space makes me feel like I belong and that I have a home rather than 
just a house to be in. 

The ‘emergence’ from the ‘boundedness’ of the chaotic and spatially limited dwelling through 

the provision of additional space contributes to a sense of control and belonging. No longer is 

the vocabulary characterised by limitation and loss, but rather, it is expansive and constructive 

of self. To have one’s own space, which can be personalised, coupled with ability to choose 

the desired level of privacy reduces family and individual stress and chaos. The ‘extra space’, 

by reducing the stress and chaos and loosening the restraints of crowding, allows for the 
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emergence of belonging and being at home. The emergence of self-identity is underpinned by 

a sense of security exhibited in a renewed sense of belonging. Belonging now entails capacity 

for decision-making and level of engagement with the rest of the family that is constructive 

rather than destructive. The sense of being in control through the capacity of self-

determination leads to emergence of better mental health and educational commitment. Prior 

to the provision of additional space, in the words of her mother, her caseworker and those of 

the young person herself, Zoe was “going downhill”. Mental decline was halted by provision 

of additional space. Being spatially unbound provides opportunity for ‘emergence’ within the 

social and temporal. Emergence allows for self-determination and is reflected in a reduction 

in the experience of chaos and stress for individual and family. A developing sense of identity 

in the young person and a sense of belonging and being at home are claimed because of being 

spatially unbound. 

Miriam and Zoe’s experience demonstrates how a crowded and chaotic household, 

irrespective of how the chaos emerges, can produce a crisis within the household. The impact 

is felt across the entire household. Resources are required to address the crises that emerge 

from a chaotic and crowded household. If the resources are unavailable beyond what the 

family already has, the risk to the entire household increases. A descent into mental health 

issues and failure in educational opportunity may lead to significant risks in narratives of loss 

and not belonging. As Miriam and Zoe’s narrative indicates, additional space offers a resource 

that allows better management of stress and chaos. Feeling less crowded and more in control 

reduces levels of stress within the household. A change in narrative within the family, 

prompted initially by the provision of additional space, assists in constructing a positive 

storyline that leads to more positive changes for the family. A transactional perspective would 

suggest that these positive changes, including a reduction in the chaos and stress of a crowded 

household, should be more anticipated than surprising. 

Mental health, either as a contributor to or a result of chaos and crowding, was also a factor in 

risk of homelessness for young people. In the circumstances of Susan and Joy described above, 

mental health provided a complicating factor to an incursion by Joy’s grandparents into the 

household. At the time the incursion of the grandparents occurred, Joy was recovering from 

severe depression that had led her to “some dark places” (stated by Joy, caseworker, and 

mother, Susan). Susan feared the gains made in Joy’s recovery would be reversed by the chaos 

the incursion of the grandparents introduced. The emotional discord introduced by the 
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grandparents provided a significant level of chaos in the household. The mental health of the 

young person did not provide a solid platform to deal with the chaos that emerged from the 

incursion. It was a precursor to the chaos of crowding, but the deterioration to the point of risk 

was also because of the chaos and perception of crowding. 

A combination of mental health and behavioural issues, contributing to chaos within a 

crowded household providing a risk of homelessness, was found in the family of Tom and 

Sue. Tom and Sue’s family was of Indigenous Australian background, living in a regional 

centre in North Eastern Victoria. Up to nine people inhabited a four-bedroom dwelling with 

three of the children experiencing either deteriorating mental health, intellectual disability or 

behavioural problems. Two sisters shared a tiny room where it was not possible to open the 

door to the bedroom fully owing to two single beds being accommodated. There was no 

storage available for the sisters, save for a canvas duffle bag and cardboard boxes. The two 

teenage sisters were at odds with each other, contributing to a general feeling of the house 

being crowded and chaotic. Sue attributes the feeling of crowding to the confined space that 

the house affords and the confined space the two sisters share. Sue stated: 

Sue: Yep. And the thing is, they can get along. Like, they can get along if they are 
not sharing a room. Like, they get along out on the landing but as soon as they are 
inside walking down the hall, you hear a swear word and WW3 starts. (Sue, mother 
of five). 

The combination of deteriorating mental health, anger management issues and crowding 

provided a cocktail of explosive emotions reflective of, and contributing to, a chaotic and 

crowded household. The fallout described by Sue resulted in educational disengagement, 

deteriorating mental health and household chaos. Privacy and personal space were stated as 

the answer to these problems, allowing the sisters to construct their own identity and have a 

sense of belonging. Extended time away from home and increased adverse reactions were 

early warning signs, identified by Sue and caseworker Jim, of risk of homelessness in this 

household. 

7.4 Chaos, Sleep and Crowding 

Many households that exhibited chaotic circumstances cited disturbed sleep patterns as a 

product of crowding. Irregular patterns of sleep affected the capacity of the young person to 

function in normal circumstances, including family participation, educational attendance, 

concentration and social cohesion. The impact of crowding on disturbed sleep patterns was 
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most significant where there was a lack of parental supervision on sleep routines, rooms were 

shared by three or more children, other rooms in the house became bedrooms and/or the 

disability of a young person affected the sleep patterns of a shared room. As young people 

matured, the impact of these disturbed patterns increased. 

Tom, a son of Jill introduced above, had an intellectual disability. He related that he felt “tired 

all the time” during the day. He recounted that his brother Tim had autism and that Tim 

required the light on in their shared bedroom throughout the night. Tom also added Tim would 

disturb him at irregular intervals throughout the night. In an attempt to get some sleep, he 

would cover himself completely with heavy bedding, even in summer, to try to avoid the 

disturbance. His concentration throughout the day was limited, and he said all he wanted to do 

was “to go to sleep”. 

Julian, who had shared a bedroom from a young age with his brother Alan who has autism, 

spoke of how he had a need for greater privacy for socialising and study commitments as they 

both grew older. The lack of routine and late-night behaviour patterns were having a 

deleterious effect on Julian’s ability to study. He was committed to passing VCE and going to 

University and was becoming ever more frustrated with the lack of opportunity to do so. The 

chaotic environment occurring principally between brothers was beginning to spill over into 

discord in the family. Julian described the household as crowded, while his foster parents did 

not. There were seven foster children in the household with two adult foster parents. The 

dwelling, under renovation, appeared large enough for all the occupants and included two 

well-appointed bathrooms. 

However, Julian was adamant he felt crowded. The additional space afforded by a KUC studio 

had a substantial effect on Julian, providing sought-after privacy and study seclusion. At the 

time of interview, he had been accepted into University and had completed his first year of 

study in medicine. This achievement was credited substantially to the additional space. Both 

foster parents and Julian felt without this space, the household would have deteriorated further 

in lack of social cohesion. It should be noted perception of crowding can be affected by spatial 

limitation and/or impingement on space due to differences of personal needs and personality 

among family members. Different circumstances and needs can also affect the perception of 

crowding. Julian and his brother, when they were younger, had shared a much smaller room 

in a much smaller and crowded house, prior to the family moving, and had felt less crowded 

in those circumstances than in the current dwelling. In contrast, the foster parents felt more 
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crowded in the previous dwelling and had decided to buy a property in a semi-rural area to 

provide more room for an expanding foster family. This was the only family interviewed with 

the means to exercise choice in housing owing to increased numbers of people in the 

household. 

In three households interviewed, three sisters shared one bedroom. In two of these households, 

the bedtime routine was well supervised with time specified for showering and lights out. 

Despite regulation of bedtime routines, disturbance to sleep patterns still occurred. The third 

household exhibited little bedtime routine with significant disturbance to regular sleep 

patterns. These disturbances included alternative bed times for younger and older children in 

the same room, continued use of electronic devices and early morning food sorties to the 

kitchen with younger siblings. The household with little bedtime routine magnified these 

disturbed patterns. Two of the older siblings in one household dropped out of school in Years 

9 and 10 citing irregular attendance and began to spend more time away from the family home, 

sometimes couch surfing at boyfriends’ or friends’ homes. Open sleeping arrangements and 

inability to restrict computer gaming late into the night in crowded households were also 

features. These led to delayed morning rising, late school attendance, inability to concentrate 

in class and sleeping for extended periods after school. 

The combination of crowding, disturbed sleep patterns and ongoing chaos is described by 

Kathryn, mother of five children, all boys, and carer of a sixth named Carl for whom she was 

voluntarily providing care: 

Kathryn: I just feel like everything is getting out of control. The washing is out of 
control, and everything is drowning me. All the cupboards are broken. All the 
drawers are broken. Clothes are just... so there is one bedroom that has two 
mattresses on the floor. It’s not even used as a bedroom. All the clothes are on the 
floor and the boys drag the mattresses out here to sleep. When I am going to bed, 
they are turning TVs on and things. There is no room for them to go. Like, we take 
the TV cord out and we do things to cut it out, and then you put it in and forget about 
it. You really have to be on top of it all the time, and I’m not and I am just tired all 
the time. My Dad has noticed that my house has got out of control and would yell at 
me and that. (Kathryn, mother of five boys and carer of Carl) 

The ability to maintain order is important for people and allows them to feel in control. To 

feel out of control is indicative of a life that is chaotic and unmanageable. In the above 

narrative, Kathryn describes this lack of control that is exhibited by the clutter in the house 

and lack of ability to manage the daily routines of living. A little later in the interview, Kathryn 
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describes mealtimes, the washing routine and general clutter of the house as overwhelming. 

Carl speaks of the mess that all the boys can make almost immediately after the house is tidied. 

This general pattern of chaos is a product of, and contributes to, a perception of crowding. The 

younger children in this household stayed up late with older siblings, playing computer games 

into the early morning. They would rise for school with reports to Kathryn of lack of 

concentration throughout the day. On arrival home from school, the boys slept until later into 

the night and repeated a similar pattern. The younger boys were exposed to age-inappropriate 

games and language in this unsupervised late evening and early morning activity. Kathryn 

feels the attempts to bring more order to these irregular and damaging sleep patterns by 

removing power cords is easily circumvented. The attempt to manage a crowded and chaotic 

household with constant demands beyond the resources available brings an exhaustion that is 

life-defeating and deflating. Kathryn’s response to this chaos of crowding was one of 

detachment from place and feeling like she had no place to call ‘home’. 

A similar example of the combination of crowding, chaos and disturbed sleep patterns was 

found in a household of nine (Vignette 8) sharing a three-bedroom house. Three sisters shared 

one bedroom prior to a KUC studio being installed. Rose, the mother, lamenting the chaos that 

previously existed in the home, describes a progression from chaos to risk in this narrative: 

Rose: The management of the house is chaotic, and the sleeping arrangements only 
add to that. We don’t have any real bedtimes and the girls can sleep or be awake any 
time. The older girls go to bed later and they wake up the younger ones. Then, they 
might have a fight about who belongs where or who is using what. Then, the girls 
are so tired that they don’t get up in time for school. Their attendance has dropped 
right off to the point before we got the studio Debbie was not attending at all. She 
was away a lot with her boyfriend over in the north. I didn’t know where she was, 
and she wanted to leave home. (Rose, mother of seven children) 

The combination of chaotic household management, disturbed sleep patterns, social discord 

and lack of personal space and ability to maintain personal belongings constitutes a cocktail 

of risk. Disturbed sleep patterns for Debbie had led to disengagement from school (in her own 

words) and a desire to get away from home as much as possible and stay with her boyfriend. 

Rose described in detail the chaos of the household beyond the exchange above, indicating a 

young nephew had been removed from her care by Human Services, comings and goings of 

family and non-family members at irregular intervals, violence and regular visitation by police 

and Human Services. In this instance, a pathway can be traced between this chaos of crowding, 

disengagement from education and identifiable homelessness in the form of couch surfing for 
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Debbie, the second eldest daughter. With additional space in the form of a KUC studio, this 

homelessness pathway for Debbie was reversed. She was able to recover much of the 

schooling she had missed and was accepted back into Secondary College. She was also able 

to choose when she visited her boyfriend rather than feeling she needed to leave the household. 

Debbie attributed this reversal to the additional space. 

Vignette 8: Rose and Debbie. 

 

7.5 Chaos, Space and Crowding 

Chaos within the home is not just a social and emotional experience. Chaos is influenced by 

the physical and material aspects of the dwelling and has a relational effect on dwelling and 

dwellers. Failure to experience a sense of order and control is a product of relational interaction 

between the social/emotional and material. This interplay is described in a narrative provided 

by a caseworker, Jennifer, from Beyond Housing, a Family and Housing service in the North 

Rose and Debbie 

Rose and her family lived in an Office of Housing dwelling in the Eastern Suburbs of Melbourne. This 

area of Melbourne is described as the ‘leafy suburbs’ and is recognised as predominantly middle class. 

The house had been constructed in a street that fitted the profile with established homes and gardens, 

which reflected the need for a degree of wealth and resources. Integrated housing development has 

been seen as providing benefit to private and social housing occupants 

(www.smh.com.au/business/companies/integrated-housing-a-winwin-for-developers-and-the-

community). 

However, Rose noted how the neighbours remained aloof from them and regarded the visitation of 

police and welfare workers as an unwanted intrusion into their neighbourhood. Nine people shared the 

three-bedroom house prior to a KUC Studio being installed only months previously. Prior to the studio 

being installed, three sisters shared one bedroom. There was no space for storage or ownership of 

personal belongings, a point highlighted by Rose’s daughter, Debbie. Debbie had been spending 

increasing periods of time away from the home, across Melbourne with her boyfriend and couch 

surfing at his parents place. 

Engagement with education had all but ceased for Debbie due to extended periods spent away from 

school, lack of sleep due to chaotic household management and crowding within the household. 
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East of Victoria and partner organisation to KUC. This exchange describes the circumstances 

of Tom narrated in the Prologue: 

Jennifer: One family I worked with, they had a young man and they had a DHS 
(Department of Human Services) bungalow, one small door and one small window, 
and he had significant mental health issues, depression and anxiety and he had 
attempted suicide in that (bungalow) so he could not stay in there any longer, so he 
had to stay in the house. So, the younger children had to sleep with mum and the 
young boy was living on the couch because he couldn’t sleep out in that room. He 
had disengaged from school and was looking for work. He was very low in his self-
esteem. We applied and got a KUC studio for him, and he just went ahead in leaps 
and bounds. Not just him but the whole family. And the changes there were 
remarkable, and later, I saw them in the school holidays making biscuits together and 
it was an activity they had never been able to do before. There was no snapping or 
snarling. It was just a lovely family activity that they had never been able to do 
before. It is also important to note not just the benefits (of space) to the children but 
also to mum. She is a single mum. She was only in her mid-forties, and she couldn’t 
have any life either. You know she has the eight-year-old in with her. She had to go 
to bed when the eight-year-old did, so the kid could get a good night’s sleep for 
school. It (the new space) was of benefit to the whole family. (Jennifer, caseworker 
from Beyond Housing) 

The Government DHHS bungalow, provided to reduce crowding, was a place identified with 

depression and suicide. Another family in receipt of similar accommodation stated they could 

not use it for its intended purpose because it felt like a “dog box”, with only a small window 

and insecure entry door, hot in summer and cold in winter. Notice in this narrative the 

caseworker emphasises size of the window and door. While the window was small, the door 

would, by regulation, be of standard size but for the young person in her care, she felt he must 

have sensed a boundedness of space, perhaps more like a cell than a room. Quality of space is 

considered as important as quantity by other caseworkers and families. These two instances 

are the only examples where DHHS independent units were encountered during the interviews. 

Anecdotal sources over a number of years suggest the quality of these units did have an effect 

on the self-perception of the occupants. The physical aspects of these units left a lot to be 

desired in these two instances and had contributed negative self-perception. Much more 

research would be required to ascertain whether further generalization could be made. 

In the narrative above, the physical space provided was inextricably linked to the visceral 

experience of depression and suicide, such that the young person could no longer remain there. 

Crowding in the principal dwelling, experienced prior to the DHHS bungalow and after the 

young man re-entered the main house, produced a chaos of family life where routines and 

rhythms were difficult to maintain. The addition of new space had a galvanising effect on the 
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young man and his family. New routines and rhythms were established, family relations 

improved and spatial adequacy created the context for renewed emotional good health. The 

whole context of home was reordered and allowed for a family routine and rhythm to emerge 

in the practice of small things. The mother was afforded new space and new possibilities since 

her bedroom was no longer shared. The family were freed from the worry of loss of a son and 

brother. The outcome, over time, of the material and social providing for a balance between 

boundedness and emergence is reflected in the continuation of the narrative of the same young 

person by Jennifer: 

Jennifer: Look, in his case, I think it is a perfect example of how the crowding 
exacerbated the situation. If he didn’t have it…look he is very switched on, well-
developed, intelligent young man. He was a good student, a good kid. He never got 
caught up in the wrong crowd or anything. Significantly, after he had been in the 
(KUC) studio for a year he didn’t need any more medication or supervision. He had 
got a part-time job with timber workers, which became full time. He saved up and 
got himself a car. He learnt those independent living skills. He had to clean the studio 
himself. I would go and do inspections and I read him the riot act. “Your space your 
responsibility”. And it worked a treat. He actually got his own flat with a couple of 
mates when he was 25. Mum rang up and said, “You can come and get the studio 
now, we are done with it”. And I still see him about in town, and he is just absolutely 
thriving. (Jennifer, caseworker, Beyond Housing) 

The quality of the material space, in this case a KUC studio, provided a space that allowed for 

a sense of security that was not present in the previous bungalow. The reiteration, “Your space, 

your responsibility”, by the caseworker serves to underline the identity of the young person 

with the space. With a renewed sense of belonging in the world and being ‘at home’, the young 

person was able to emerge into a new space and place. He was able to take risks (employment 

and independent living) while being bound to a sense of home. The new accommodation he 

shared was secure, premised on his sense of belonging. The opportunity to imagine the future 

as hopeful and full of possibility was premised on the most recent positive experience of place 

(Prince 2014). The young man is shaped by, and shapes, the material and physical space that 

he inhabits, at one time depressing and life-effacing and at the other hopeful and life-affirming. 

The risk evidenced in this young man, prior to the new space, is one of homelessness in the 

absolute sense of the word. There was nowhere for him to call home, embodied in the attempt 

at taking of his own life. With the affirmation ‘a space that is mine’ allowing for the emergence 

of self, homelessness becomes a memory rather than a reality 

While for this young man the provision of a ‘new place’ led to new places socially, emotionally 

and physically, other interviews painted fewer positive pictures. Several interviewees were not 
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able to claim the house they inhabited as home. Regulation of rental property, whether private 

or government, prevented personalisation that would be suggestive of home. Desire to select 

colours for walls, hang pictures and display artefacts representative of home was limited by 

regulation and space. In the interview with Jill, Tom and Sara, introduced above, Sara brought 

out a couple of small bird and cat figurines they had placed on the windowsill to foster a sense 

of home. Reflection on the display of artefacts in my own home presented a stark contrast with 

what small things this household used as representative of home. Despite this limitation, the 

family were still able to call this house their home. Conversely, Rebecca, matriarch of a 

household numbering nine of four generations, lamented the space available to display 

representations of home and family, such as framed family photographs and other family 

memorabilia collected over time. Resistances used to foster a sense of home among the chaos 

of crowding included the creation of a small personal space underneath a carport with chair 

and radio, blue-tacking of posters and pictures to the walls and removing them when the rental 

agent came for an inspection and the construction of temporary bookshelves. 

Another family, whose teenage daughter shared a tiny bedroom with her sister, wanted to 

install a small bookcase to hold some of her art books and equipment. The disturbance this 

caused to her sister saw the young woman leave the house for several hours and on return cry 

herself to sleep. The family had inhabited the house for 16 years and remained ambivalent 

about it being a home. Up to nine people shared the house of four bedrooms on some nights 

of the week. One bedroom was sole occupancy owing to the son having autism. Apart from 

the stated crowding, issues including rising damp coming through the floor and mould being 

a constant presence, lack of bathroom privacy, a dining area incapable of seating the whole 

family and lack of external security to passing drunks on a Friday night, contributed to a lack 

of attachment to place and sense of belonging. Fears were held for the future mental health of 

the children, particularly the two sisters aged 14 and 15, who had to share a very small room. 

Health hardware was mentioned numerous times as being inadequate. One bathroom and toilet 

for households numbering between seven and 11 was viewed as inadequate and placed a strain 

on facilities and routines. One young person, Helen, described it as “no fun at all”: 

Interviewer: So, prior to the studio you only had one bathroom and one toilet. 

Helen: That wasn’t fun. No. It was tag teams. It was like set routines every night, 
pretty much. They would shower every second day because we only had one hot 
water tank and it would run out pretty much every day. 
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Interviewer: And did the bathroom and toilet work for that number of people? 

Helen and Rosalie: No, No. Because you were always banging on the door. Quick 
hurry up. Quick brush your teeth. Alright, now you go, go, go. (Helen, young person 
aged 22, and Rosalie, grandmother and carer) 

In this same household, the hallway became a cupboard with no through-passage. Plastic 

storage boxes lined the walls of the small dining area, further reducing available living space. 

Many households exhibited the same solution to storage. Young people lived out of boxes, 

either cardboard or plastic, depending on affordability. Stacked boxes would need to be 

shuffled to find the desired clothes, toys or books. Stefanie, a caseworker from OzChild, 

suggested this type of storage created a sense of impermanence: 

Stefanie: Storage. They don’t ever seem to get storage. What does that mean for 
those children, that nothing is forever because it is packed up and brought out? 
Permanency creates a feeling of safety and belonging. Are you about to run out the 
door in case we are about to run off? Some carers will tell the teenagers “I’ve had 
enough. I can’t do this anymore”. Living in a house that is completely overcrowded, 
children living with that indefiniteness. They get a feeling of insecurity. (Stefanie, 
case worker, OzChild) 

Many crowded households and caseworkers interviewed referred to lack of storage as having 

a deleterious effect on the household. Those that experienced this lack all indicated it connoted 

a sense of impermanence to dwelling, as Stephanie describes above. Boxes were reminiscent 

of removalists and created a perception of a household constantly preparing to move. The 

security of belonging and attachment is undermined by this physical aspect that intrudes in the 

everyday activities of dressing, play and personal ownership of material objects. Interviewees 

described how it was difficult to provide birthday and Christmas gifts to young people and 

children because there was nowhere to store them, and/or they would rapidly become the 

possession of others in the family, causing increased friction. When young people were able 

to maintain ownership of personal items or retain some personal space, they began to 

experience a sense of belonging and permanency that was otherwise compromised. 

Adverse judgement was applied to households that lacked storage space by some tenancy staff 

who undertook regular inspections on the property. Houses would appear to be untidy and 

filled with clutter because there was nowhere to store clothing and other items. In the words 

of Jennifer: 

Jennifer: This lack of storage contributes to a sense of being crowded and also 
contributes to a significant impression when tenancy staff go to do inspections that 
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it is very untidy when in actual fact, they have nowhere to put stuff. (Jennifer, 
caseworker, Beyond Housing) 

Another caseworker, Tim, suggested a crowded household of 12 appeared like it was hoarding, 

given the number of boxes that crammed the available space. 

The impact of lack of storage, clutter and the proximity of people to each other in crowded 

households was described in physical terms. People said they felt like they could not breathe, 

were drowning, might have nervous breakdowns, felt like killing each other and were “always 

on top of each other”. Some of these comments were made in jest, which did nothing to lessen 

the import behind them. The constant battle to maintain equilibrium in the face of chaos was 

described as physically exhausting by caseworker Jennifer: 

 Jennifer: It is just like a web that spreads out to everything. Mum and Dad get 
affected. And everyone gets exhausted. Everyone is exhausted all the time. It’s from 
that constant chaos. That constant juggling. Trying to function in chaos is just so 
damn exhausting. So, when they are operating in that chaos, they are often so 
negative they miss the positive stuff and that is because they are just so busy trying 
to survive. (Jennifer, caseworker, Beyond Housing) 

Jennifer perceives a connection between the physical limitations of the physical space and the 

impact this has on the social and emotional well-being of the family over time. The chaos of 

the physical creates a sense of being out of control by not being able to order the surroundings 

and not being able to order social interactions. Survival is the only option from day to day, 

rather than having any capacity to plan. Positive experiences that help reinforce a sense of 

belonging, identity and attachment are overlooked in survival mode. Exhaustion is a result of 

the attempt to cope with the chaos. Survival mode according to Vivien, another caseworker 

from OzChild, masks the precarious nature of living and does not permit future planning. The 

inability to plan beyond the moment places the family at risk of imminent homelessness. 

Sue, a case worker from Melbourne City Mission, reflecting on her clients Kathryn and Carl 

suggests: 

Sue: Ummm. I guess like having a roof over your head and shelter is obviously the 
foremost stuff for your safety and mental health and physical health and all that sort 
of stuff, but I guess when you live in a messy environment and you’ve got nowhere 
to store your things, like I know for me, I can feel chaotic because of the chaos around 
me, so you feel that environment impacts on your thinking and health and all that 
sort of stuff. Like, I know Kathryn said their routine had slipped. And her son 
breaking his ankle and coming into Christmas that can throw routines out and that 
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kind of thing. So yeh, I think not having space to put your things and belongings can 
have a big impact. (Sue, caseworker, Detour Program) 

Sue distinguishes between the necessities of shelter and the quality of shelter. Shelter in its 

crudest form, according to her, does provide the context for safety and good physical and 

mental health. However, on reflection as she speaks, if the shelter is inadequate it can affect 

one’s thinking and health. Adequacy of the physical space that allows for a sense of order and 

control externally is a necessary part of feeling ordered and in control internally. A chaotic 

environment affects the ability to exercise personal control, and one’s sense of self is 

diminished. For Kathryn, her greatest desire was to retreat to a quiet, secure and ordered space 

away from the chaos of her household for some respite and recovery. Eventually, one seeks a 

sense of personal space and privacy that affords some respite and restoration. It should be 

noted that a sense of order is personal, and one person’s chaos may be another person’s order. 

It is when a desire for order is expressed and appears unreachable, that the impact, like 

crowding, becomes negative. Narratives from Susan and Joy, Jill and Tamara and Rose and 

Debbie are testament to this. 

The experience of chaos that emanates from the inadequacy between subject and object, house 

and person, creates a loss of sense of belonging and fragility of identity. The question of ‘Who 

am I’? connected with ‘Where am I’? affects ‘Who will I be’? (Prince 2014; Sarbin 1983). 

The question of ‘Where am I’? is not just a question of location but is also a question of 

belonging. Living within a ‘bound space’ that allows for no possibility of emergence 

compromises being ‘at home’. Where I see myself now effects where I see myself in the future. 

Constraints imposed by the chaos of crowding and its limitations of the personal create a risk 

of where I may be. Stigmatising of location (government rental, back end of town, ‘The Bronx’ 

and crowded house) are the social and cultural representations (Prince 2014) accompanying 

the lack of affordance of the dwelling. The lack of routine and rhythm, lack of desired storage 

space, lack of personal space, noise and crowding and failure to identify with home, are 

reinforced by the social representations of ‘where I am’ and confirm ‘who I am’. The risk is 

that they will also confirm who I will be. 

7.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that chaos in crowded households is a contributing factor in risk 

of homelessness for young people. Factors contributing to this household chaos can be sudden, 

such as the incursion of unplanned addition of members to the household, or more prolonged, 
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including mental health issues, intellectual and learning disabilities and behavioural disorder. 

Disturbed sleep patterns and the lack of physical adequacy of the environment can be a 

symptom of chaos stemming from crowding. All or any of these factors may play a role in the 

risk of crowding to homelessness for young people. 

An unplanned incursion of additional numbers can quickly disrupt the established rhythms 

and routines of a household. Rhythms and routines, including sleeping arrangements, 

shopping, cleaning, cooking, personal activities and spatial management, are all affected. 

Immediate risk arising from an identified circumstance of risk may be mitigated for the young 

people but may be replaced by another less immediate risk. If left unaddressed, the risk 

imposed by this sudden change may replace one risk with another. While the immediate risk 

may be averted for those entering the household, the longer-term risk from the chaos of 

crowding may be substantial. 

Chaos can also develop over time owing to antecedents in the household that become more 

difficult to manage because of the addition of new members to the family or the increasing 

impact these antecedents may have on the household as young people mature. Antecedents 

such as mental health, behavioural and disability issues can all affect the routine of the family 

and may add to a feeling of a chaotic and crowded household. In these households, a statistical 

definition does not adequately cover the level of perceived crowding or the risk associated 

with such perception for young people. In some households, more space is felt to be required 

to manage many of these antecedents. Additional space to provide security and privacy for all 

is observed to ameliorate the chaos of the household and risk of homelessness. 

Disturbed sleep patterns due to multiple siblings sharing a bedroom and subsequent lack of 

personal space and privacy also contribute to a sense of chaos. The chaos of disturbed sleep 

patterns affects the capacity of young people to engage with education and creates a risk of 

early school leaving. It can also contribute to a deterioration in physical and mental health of 

individuals and families. A chaotic and crowded household often suffers from a lack of 

adequate physical space. Adequacy of the physical space affords a sense of permanency and 

belonging. Interaction with the physical informs who we are as much as we inform the physical 

and imbue it with meaning. When that physical space is inadequate to our needs, the meaning 

constructed is that we are inadequate, and life is in a state of impermanence and transition. 
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Statistical definitions of crowding provide an objective analysis of a predetermined level 

considered homelessness. However, this fails to take account of the circumstances that pertain 

in households that do not neatly fit such definitions. The circumstances described above were 

identified, within the lived experience of those interviewed, as carrying a significant risk of 

homelessness for young people. The experiences and practices of people living in crowded 

households and the risk this provides to homelessness is complex. A capacity for feeling in 

control and for ordering the dwelling to make it a home, rather than mere accommodation, 

goes to the heart of longer-term risk. Young people, as much as any of us, require a sense of 

belonging, security and identity to flourish. Personal space and privacy are some of the 

building blocks for this understanding. The adequacy of the most intimate of environments, 

the home, contributes to this sense. If the social and spatial are chaotic due to the crowding, 

however that may be perceived, they contribute, over time, to an erosion of the building blocks 

of a secure future, including identity, security, sense of belonging, attachment and being ‘at 

home’. The experience of being ‘un-homed’ may well be the first step towards the risk of 

feeling homeless. The possibility is that risk of homelessness and the reality of homelessness 

coalesce through the experience of the chaos of crowding. 

The following chapter purses the exploration of the practices and experiences of crowded 

households within the context of the routine and rituals and the implication for risk or 

mitigation of risk of homelessness for young people. 
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Chapter 8: Routine and Ritual—Protective? 

8.1 Introduction 

Thus far, from analysis of interviews and case notes, I have detailed the experiences and 

practices of crowded households that provide a risk of homelessness for young people. These 

have centred on the experience of chaos and spatial limitation and the implications they 

provide for such risk. When I first examined the transcripts from the families interviewed, I 

felt routine and ritual described by them provided protective factors for young people against 

risk of homelessness. On closer examination of the interviews, I discovered a certain 

ambivalence between routines described in crowded circumstances and the impact they had 

on the families and young people involved. 

Routine and ritual, as conceptualised previously, are considered to provide protective factors, 

consolidating family unity, belonging and individual and family identity and attachment to 

place (Fiese et al. 2002; O’Connor 2018). What has not been considered in the discussion of 

routine and ritual is the impact they may have when they consolidate the experience of 

crowding and impermanence of living arrangements. Some families utilised routine to 

maintain the day-to-day function of the household in an orderly manner. These routines 

certainly helped in maintaining order and reducing the chaotic experience that can be part of 

living in crowded circumstances. By contrast, owing to limited space, the routines designed to 

manage crowded circumstances served also to reinforce the limitations imposed by the 

crowding and have unintended repercussions in the longer term. Ritual, viewed as more 

celebratory and providing meaning and identity to the family through participation, also 

reflected this ambivalence. 

Families also utilised ritual to confirm their history, offer an understanding of who they are 

and to whom they belong. Other families, often because of limited space and financial 

disadvantage, saw seminal rituals as imposing a negative constraint on the household. Routine 

and ritual emerged as parts of the social and cultural fabric of a household that allowed families 

in some of the more numerically crowded households interviewed to function in a positive 

manner and mitigate risk of homelessness. Conversely, some of those same routines and rituals 

were identified as having a longer-term negative effect within crowded households. Provision 
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of space allowed for the practice of these routines and rituals to have a positive impact on 

mitigating risk of homelessness for young people through less crowded households. 

In this section, I discuss the practice of routine and ritual within a crowded household and how 

this practice mitigated risk of homelessness for those interviewed. The order established in the 

household by routines, and the greater sense of identity and belonging established by the 

practice of rituals, are factors in mitigation of risk of homelessness in households interviewed. 

However, routine and ritual did not completely extinguish such risk. In the first section of this 

chapter, I describe some of the routines that families practiced, which established a confidence 

in the regularity of life. I also explore within the interviews material suggesting routines can 

provide a destabilising experience within the household. The second section will concentrate 

on rituals practiced or compromised because of crowding and how this may affect risk factors 

for homelessness of young people in the household. 

8.2 Crowding, Routine and Risk 

 The Routine of Sleeping and Risk 

Mention has already been made of the risk that disruptive sleep patterns create in crowded and 

chaotic households. Routines of sleep can play a role in increasing or mitigating the level of 

risk in crowded households. While a routine may be established that accommodates the 

necessity for sleep, the routine involved can provide a regular destabilising point in everyday 

household function. When bedding must be unpacked at night and packed away again in the 

morning for a household to have any living space, a powerful message of the impermanent 

nature of living is conveyed. Similarly, if a person sleeps on a couch, this routine is out of step 

with cultural expectations in most households, signalling a lack of stability and affordance. 

The practice of the routine is born of necessity due to the physical limitations of the dwelling. 

The implications of such a routine go beyond the necessity of sleep. 

The household of Rosalie and Helen (Vignette 5) is an example of the difference between the 

necessity of the routine and its meaningful consequences. Rosalie had accepted into her home 

three grandchildren who had arrived overnight through a protective order from DHHS. Rosalie 

was a very caring grandparent, who wanted to provide the best possible home for three young 

children who had come from a situation of high risk. The acceptance into her home of three 

additional children was in addition to five of her own children who still lived with her. The 
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house had three bedrooms with a small living area and a small dining area. To accommodate 

sleeping arrangements for the new arrivals, the living area was turned into a bedroom each 

night. Bedding would be packed up and lined the walls in the morning and set down again 

each evening. Rosalie noted that during this arrangement, she had to keep reinforcing to the 

children they were staying permanently with her and they were not going anywhere. She states: 

Rosalie: Yeh, there wasn’t the security there because we did have to keep reinforcing 
to them that they weren’t going anywhere because they are going to be staying here. 

Rosalie indicates the routine of sleeping on bedding that is assembled and disassembled each 

morning and evening, while being a necessity due to lack of space, requires explanation. The 

routine speaks of the necessity of ‘getting things done’. The message of the routine is one of 

impermanence and not fully belonging. Verbal reinforcement to confirm the children do 

belong is necessary in an attempt to reassure them despite the actions belying the words. After 

additional space was provided, the ability to provide permanent sleeping arrangements had an 

immediate impact on the younger children. Rosalie continues: 

Rosalie: Yeh, yeh. So even with the other boys, we put three of them in bunk beds 
in the other room and they started to realise that this was their home. They weren’t 
going anywhere. (Rosalie, mother and grandmother of eight) 

The difference between a routine established to accommodate the new arrivals out of 

necessity, and one that provides a sense of personal belonging and identity through 

permanency is highlighted in this brief exchange. The routine of bedtime and sleeping now 

became one of ‘my bed’ and ‘my place’ translating to ‘this is where I belong’ and ‘this is 

where I have my home’. The routine of sleeping, in the latter case of having one’s own bed in 

a fixed location, was reinforced by more permanent storage arrangements where the children 

could store their personal belongings and maintain their own possessions. With the provision 

of additional space, everybody was able to exercise a routine more suited to a feeling of 

permanency and belonging. This occurred in a household already well routinised to the point 

of regimentation, to accommodate the needs of all the children and young people living there. 

The routine of bedtime and sleep was also fraught in three families where three girls in three 

different households shared a room. The routine established was counterproductive owing to 

the discrepancy in age and late-night disturbance through early morning eating patterns or use 

of electronic equipment. When space was provided, routines were introduced, either 

voluntarily or through household regulation, which was of benefit to the whole household. 
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Jennifer, a caseworker from North East Victoria and a rich source of data, told of a household 

that was not particularly crowded numerically. Because of discord between the two teenage 

brothers who shared a room, one had decided to sleep on the couch in the lounge room. The 

routine of the elder sister, who had shift work, coming home at midnight seeking a time of 

relaxation disturbed her brother, who was sleeping on the couch. On many occasions, the sister 

and her brother were both annoyed that the routine they desired was compromised by an 

alternative routine. Mutual disaffection was the outcome, which resulted in more frustration 

in the household. 

The phrase ‘couch surfing’ is used to describe the activity of young people who are out of 

home and sleep with friends, other family or acquaintances on an intermittent basis. These 

young people are described as homeless by the ABS and included in the count of homeless 

people. However, little reference is made to those young people or members of the household 

who are forced to couch surf in their home through lack of space. Just over one-third of 

interviews conducted indicated a member of the family slept on a couch as a permanent 

sleeping arrangement. Ironically, a permanent routine was one that communicated a message 

of impermanence and transiency. Tamara, whose bedtime routine involved sleeping on the 

couch in a tiny lounge area that was shared space, spoke of the frustration of not being able to 

establish a routine of going to bed at her chosen time and of being woken early in the morning 

by infants. This interrupted routine required her to ensure that any homework she had to 

complete had to be completed before she came home; otherwise, there was no room and no 

space available for the required study. 

Routines are so common and unacknowledged that they form the fabric of familial life without 

requiring thought or explanation (O’Connor 2018). It is only when they are challenged that 

we realise the fabric of consistency is fraying and what should be taken-for-granted is 

unsettling. The routine activity of everyday life can create a base that provides security and a 

stepping-off point for exploration and development. Conversely, routine can also be of a 

negative nature, continually confirming a feeling of not belonging and of impermanence. The 

provision of additional space can radically alter the unspoken meaning of routines. It allows 

them to be undertaken without thought or explanation, reconfirming the fabric of family life 

and providing security, identity and belonging. 
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 Family Routines, Crowding and Risk 

Several families in crowded households employed strict, or even regimented, routines to 

manage the demands of a crowded household. Interestingly, these routines appeared to become 

less regimented when additional space was provided, with household members being more 

prepared to participate in routine tasks. Nevertheless, routine was a means of maintaining order 

and providing stability and continuity in a crowded household. 

In Rosalie’s family, the routine of packing away bedding in the morning and unfurling it at 

night was not the only one used to manage a crowded household in the best way possible 

within the limited space available. Even before additional space was acquired, there was a 

strict routine within the household to manage the number of children living there. Rosalie had 

established a routine for herself, which provided her with resources to help her cope with the 

stress the demands of the household placed on her. Rosalie and Helen, Rosalie’s eldest 

daughter, described Rosalie’s routine from early morning: 

Rosalie: Well that’s just it. I would get up at six in the morning and have a shower 
and a cup of coffee before everybody else got up (Helen in background: That was 
your private time...) Yeh, that was it, so I could get ready. You know, by the time 
you get lunches for school and everything so that you could get it all done. We ran 
it pretty much like you would for a child with autism. We had to have a routine for 
everything to get everything done. 

Helen: Yeh, it maintained an order, like, yeh. But it was ....I don’t know. 

Rosalie: They knew what had to be done (Helen: Yeh, yeh) to get through the 
morning or the evening. It was a routine thing. 

Helen: You get used to it. It was still annoying and hard, but you got used to it. 
(Rosalie, mother and grandmother to eight children and grandchildren, and Helen, 
her eldest daughter) 

In the context of the interview, Rosalie was quite adamant this early rise and quiet time was 

sacrosanct for her in the household. If some of the young children intruded into this quiet, 

reflective time, they would be summarily dismissed back to their bed until it was time for them 

to rise. For Rosalie, this routine was the foundation for the smooth operation of the other 

routine tasks that had to be undertaken in what was an invariably demanding day. However, 

Helen displays an ambivalence. While she recognises the need for Rosalie’s quiet space and 

time, she questions whether the routines were adequate to the challenge of getting everything 

done in some sort of order throughout the day. It should be noted that Helen, at the time of 
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interview, was attempting to establish herself in independent living and encountering some 

challenges in doing so. Some of these challenges she related to living in a home which, for a 

period had become, in their own words, a house rather than a home. 

The consistency of knowing Rosalie was present at the same time each day, and was preparing 

herself for the routines to follow, was a reassurance for the children in Rosalie’s care. Their 

world was now more dependable. The three children Rosalie accepted to care for had come 

from a particularly chaotic household where they had no set routines of meals, school 

attendance, sleeping or health hygiene. Routine was necessary, not just to manage a crowded 

household that had grown overnight by the addition of three young children, but also to 

establish a sense of permanency and belonging for the young children. A sense of permanency 

and belonging needed to be established by reassurance of words as well as the consistency of 

routine. Rosalie’s describes what happened next after her routine of shower and coffee in a 

quiet space: 

Rosalie: And then the kids would start to emerge. Yeh, then I would start to get the 
lunches and the kitchen is small, so it can only have one person in there and I would 
just get the breakfasts, 1,2, 3 ,4 and sit and that’s it. But that’s it, you just find a way 
that works, and you just do it. 

The regular routine of the household starts very early. Breakfast taken, and lunches prepared, 

are all reflective of ‘what needs to be done’ to manage any household. These routines are the 

bedrock of permanency and continuity necessary to establish an ontological security that is 

taken for granted (Giddens 1991). For the children in Rosalie’s care, this routine was initially 

foreign but became more established with the passage of time. Rosalie had done as much as 

possible with the limited resources available to establish household routines communicating 

permanency and belonging. The protective factors inherent in such routines were still affected 

by a lack of space. While the routines may have established a certain security for the children, 

it was only after additional space was acquired that the combination of routine and space 

consolidated the sense of permanency and belonging. 

Other households also spoke of mealtime routines established to cater for significant numbers 

within the household. Miriam, a mother of nine children, eight of whom were living at home 

and all with some degree of learning disability, spoke of running a “very tight ship”, organising 

school lunches, breakfast on rotation and mealtimes carefully scheduled. This routinisation of 

the household was recognised by Catrina, the caseworker working with the family, confirming 
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Miriam ran a tight household routine with scheduled meal and bed times. Miriam and Catrina 

argued while this was helpful for the running of the household, lack of space negated some of 

the protective effects of such routine. Once additional space was provided, Miriam’s oldest 

daughter Zoe was able to better establish a routine of her own that included separate showering 

and elective privacy. This developed in Zoe a much better sense of belonging and attachment 

and allowed for the previously established routines to be performed in a calmer and better-

managed environment. 

Samantha, an Indigenous mother and grandmother in a household of 12, described how she 

had trained her children from an early age to participate in the routines of the household to 

ensure that it could function for the benefit of all members (Vignette 9). Children had been 

taught how to clean, cook and do the laundry so the burden was shared across the whole 

household. 

Vignette 9: Samantha. 

 

Samantha 

Samantha had moved from Central Australia to North East Victoria eight years previously with her 

children to escape from family violence. She had first occupied an DHHS dwelling after some of her 

children were removed by DHHS. However, they were returned to her when it was found the care she 

could offer was better than anything available under statutory care. DHHS provided Samantha a 

larger house when she was given care of her returning children. ‘Larger’ is a relative term since the 

new house, which Samantha and her family had occupied for two years, was still very small. It did 

have four bedrooms, but the kitchen/dining area and lounge were tiny. All the children and 

grandchildren in the house had a disability of some sort, ranging from autism to severe intellectual 

disability. Even though the house had four bedrooms, a dilapidated caravan and a KUC studio 

provided additional accommodation. Three generations occupied the house and Samantha was the 

primary carer for the whole household. One son, aged sixteen, had just moved out for employment 

and returned on an intermittent basis.  

Samantha was the primary carer for her entire family. The family’s caseworker worried that if 

something were to happen to Samantha, the entire family would be at risk since they needed 

additional support to manage day-to-day tasks, such as shopping and child care. Samantha was 

dedicated to her family. She rejoiced in the fact that a special allowance provided to her from DHHS 

on an annual basis had allowed her to take two of her younger sons to Melbourne for the first time, 

stay in an apartment for two days and see the Melbourne Zoo, among other things. She saw it as 

respite for her and her sons.  
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The older children would assist in breakfast and school lunch preparation, and the bathing of 

infants was at a regular time with Samantha and her daughters assisting. All members of 

Samantha’s family had intellectually disability but had managed through the routines to 

develop skills and some independence and were able to take on challenges, such as 

employment outside the home, while remaining firmly grounded in the family and the home. 

Samantha saw this training and routine as building independence for children, who otherwise 

might remain dependent on her for the rest of their lives. Routines that encourage family 

participation help consolidate the family and demonstrate a sense of belonging and 

responsibility. Tim, the caseworker involved with Samantha’s family, was more sanguine 

regarding the possibility of risk minimisation despite the participatory nature of the family. 

The combination of intellectual disability, crowding and maternal dependence suggested to 

him there was a risk of homelessness for many members of Samantha’s family, if Samantha 

was no longer able to provide the necessary care. Routine and space in this household, while 

important, was compromised to some degree by the complex issues of dependency raised by 

intellectual disability. 

The inability to have a routine of mealtime participation was lamented by Tom and Sue, an 

Indigenous couple caring for a household of nine. Their desire to have the whole family 

participate around a common table was indicative of a routine also being a ritual, where the 

meaning of family and belonging was reiterated. The capacity for this to occur was thwarted 

by the dining table barely fitting into a small dining area, with all entry doors to the room 

striking the table, leaving no room for seating the whole family. Tom and older children had 

meals in another room on the couch, which left the family feeling disjointed and unconnected. 

The lack of space for a routine, which, in better material circumstances is assumed, and which 

has a ritualistic element of confirmation of family, had become a negative. Instead of 

confirming family as ‘this is who we are’, it served to negate a sense of connectedness and 

familial confirmation. 

One family (Vignette 2, p. 136), which provided a counter perspective to the association of 

space, routine and risk, illustrated that the strength of family and routine were powerful 

protective factors despite lack of space. The family was of Pacific Islander background and 

numbered 11 people in a very small three-bedroom house. Meals were taken on the few chairs 

available and with children seated on the floor. All the family members participated together 

at dinner time in a communal living area. Young children were assisted daily to shower, dress 
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and prepare for school by their elder brothers and sisters. The same elder brothers and sisters 

oversaw bedtime routine. There were no designated sleeping areas for each member of the 

family except for Tora, the mother of the family, and Tora’s mother. All children managed 

appropriate sleep patterns and regularly attended school. The routine of the evening meal was 

also a ritual since the day was discussed and shared by all the members of the family. Tora 

mentioned this time as particularly enjoyable for her since it was confirmation of the closeness 

of her family and developed strong attachments between family members. The family 

participated in other rituals discussed below, which also confirmed a sense of participation 

and belonging to extended kith and kin. Peter, the eldest son who participated in the interview 

with Tora, indicated the family would “live in a tent” rather than be separated and allow one 

of their members to be rendered homeless. Interestingly, the family were deeply attached to 

the material things in their life, such as the dwelling, which they considered their home. Peter 

also mentioned an old car he felt he should get rid of, but it was representative of so much of 

the family’s life he was reluctant to do so. Peter and Tora’s principal feeling was one of 

gratitude for all they had been given and the attachment they all had for one another. 

Despite this close family bond, crowding was affecting this family. Caseworkers noted they 

had witnessed a decline in the cohesion of the family over time. This decline also presented a 

risk of underachievement educationally due to lack of space for private study, particularly for 

the two eldest children, Peter and his sister. Additional space provided to this family by a KUC 

studio afforded an emergence for Peter and his sister in the routines of study and for the family 

through greater cohesion. Family routine was certainly a powerful protective factor. 

Additional space ameliorated any deterioration in family relationship and provided for 

emergence in family connectedness, a sense of belonging and educational achievement. 

Living in a tent may appear to provide a distant possibility of establishing a routine for many 

people, but for Jill and her children, there was a routine established in tent living which created 

a strong sense of belonging (Vignette 7). Routines such as pitching tents, laying out bedding, 

being regularly on the road, exploring each new location and daily home schooling were 

viewed by Annette and her children as confirmatory of their discrete family unit. Neither 

Annette nor her children showed any sense of resentment or panic with this itinerant lifestyle, 

which they lived for more than six months. Annette felt the camping lifestyle provided her 

more possibilities of dealing with severe behaviour and learning difficulties her children 

experienced, than was possible in the house they occupied at the time of interview. 
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Maintaining a routine and rhythm within the confines of the dwelling they had been provided 

by a community housing organisation was proving more difficult for Annette than when they 

were camping and homeless. The spatial limitation of the dwelling affected the capacity for 

maintaining any regular routine within the household owing to the nature of the disruptive 

behaviour displayed in a limited space. Annette believed that with more space available a 

better household routine could be maintained, leading to greater cohesion and regulation of 

behaviour in the household. 

 Health Hygiene Routines, Crowding and Risk 

Routines of health hygiene can be among the most taken for granted of any daily routines 

undertaken. Toileting, showering/bathing and the cleaning of teeth are practiced in most 

households from a very early age and are included as regular habits of daily life. These very 

personal and private habits are recognised as belonging to the practice of home and can be 

reassuring within the habitual. For several of the families interviewed, these regular routines 

underscored the inadequacy of the affordance of the health and hygiene hardware to service a 

crowded household. Routines, which signal the start or end of the day and can be gateways to 

relaxation and bedtime, become times of stress and anxiety. The very performance of the basic 

routines of life represent the inadequacy of the physical space of home and rather than being 

reassuring can be destabilising. 

Once again, Rosalie and Helen provided rich examples of how the routines of health and 

hygiene could be experienced as stressful and provoking of anxiety, even in the most regulated 

of crowded households. Rosalie and Helen describe this routine in the crowded household. 

Rosalie: It was tag teams. 

Helen: It was like set routines every night, pretty much. 

Rosalie: They would shower every second day because we only had one hot water 
tank and it would run out pretty much every day. 

Rosalie and Helen: The stuff was just not adequate. No, no. 

Rosalie: And if somebody would go to the toilet or have a shower you were always 
banging on the door. Quick, hurry up. 

Helen: Quick, brush your teeth. Alright, now you go, go, go! Even for five minutes 
you would walk into the toilet and you wouldn’t even sit down and its bang, bang, 
bang! Oh my god, you’d get in the shower and, oh my god, hurry up, come on. That 



189 

wasn’t fun. No. (Rosalie, mother and grandmother to eight, and Helen, her eldest 
daughter) 

The house, prior to a KUC studio being installed, had only one toilet and one bathroom/shower 

for nine people. This was standard for all households interviewed, bar one. The bathroom and 

toilet were separated, a common situation in many of the houses of interviewees, and both 

were very small. It is only when one sees nine pairs of shoes on an outside porch, or observes 

nine toothbrushes in a tiny bathroom, does the impact of crowding for daily routine become 

concrete. The sheer scale of managing such demand is evidenced in this very concrete way. 

Rosalie and Helen articulate the demands that were placed on the limited health hardware and 

the stress this caused throughout the household. Instead of becoming a settling and calming 

influence, these routines constantly provoked anxiety in very stressful circumstances. Helen, 

at the time of interview, had left home and confessed this experience was partly the reason for 

her leaving prematurely. When a two-bedroom KUC studio was installed, this included an 

énsuite. It was of great benefit to the family since it removed the pressure from the health 

hardware in the main house and allowed for much better routine in the household. 

Rebecca, the principal carer in a household of seven, also spoke of the inadequacy of the health 

hardware. The configuration was similar to Rosalie’s house with separate small toilet and 

bathroom shower. Rebecca cared for her aged mother as well as her own children, 

grandchildren, nephew and niece. The demand for the toilet and bathroom were similar to that 

described by Rosalie. However, Rebecca’s mother required rail assistance in the bathroom and 

toilet, and none was provided. This made the daily routine of bathing and toileting a stressful 

experience for Rebecca and her mother, which infiltrated the routines of the rest of the 

household. Rebecca was very dissatisfied with the adequacy of the toilet and bathroom to cater 

to the needs of her family and indicated the performance of these daily routines provoked a 

level of stress within the household. 

Jill, mother of four children with varying degrees of intellectual and behavioural disabilities, 

complained of lack of facility in the health hardware of the house. She recounts: 

Jill: We have one bathroom and one toilet in the house and that is not adequate. No, 
not with the kids. We are forever telling each other to hurry up. Even with the shower 
it is like, “Come on! Don’t use up all the hot water”. We’ve all got to have showers 
and the one toilet, and that can be stressful as well because sometimes the boys have 
to go out in the yard. Recently, we all had the vomiting and diarrhoea bug, so as you 
can imagine, toilet was in high demand. So, with one toilet in the house it was 
extremely hard. (Jill, mother of four children with disability) 
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The house that Jill and her four children with disability occupied was among the least crowded 

numerically of those families interviewed, but Jill was adamant it was inadequate spatially to 

accommodate the needs of her children. Use of the health hardware was also accompanied by 

stress to complete the routine so that someone else in the household could use those facilities. 

Jill stressed calm routine would benefit her children and this could only be obtained with 

additional space because of their disability and behavioural challenges. When questioned 

further whether Jill thought the expectation of two bathrooms/toilets had changed over time, 

she was clear she thought they had. Social expectations had changed from when she was a 

girl, and now, two bathrooms/toilets were the norm rather than the exception. Jill felt most 

private rental properties now had two bathrooms while Department of Housing houses of 

similar vintage still only included one bathroom and toilet. For Jill and her family, the daily 

routines involving health hygiene were a struggle not just because of lack of facility but also 

because these involved the complexity of disability. Routines were constantly being disrupted 

since the disabilities of her children contributed to an inability to exercise a level of self-

discipline required in any household for the maintenance of these routines. In a perverse way, 

the routines were more reflective of the chaos of the household rather than its order. Tom, one 

of Jill’s older children, gives a hint of this inability to exercise self-discipline on behalf of 

other members of the household when he comments on the routines of the house: 

Tom: Well the fighting is one. Um, Jo and Jia and yelling to turn off the light. Things 
like that. Probably be also, um, the toilet and the shower. That’s another big one. I 
have to wait to have a shower cos sometimes they take forever to have a shower. 
(Tom, son of Jill) 

Routines cannot function if they are disruptive of needs of others within the household. The 

routine of one member of the household, undertaken in isolation with disregard for others, 

contributes to discordance and each taken-for-granted activity becomes a battleground of 

dislocation and anxiety. This can be destructive of any sense of belonging and identity and 

lead to deep fissures within any family, leading to a sense of being without a family and risk 

of ‘homelessness’. 

8.3 Crowding, Ritual and Risk 

Routine is the performance of tasks that allows a household to accomplish the things that need 

to be performed on a regular basis, be this daily, weekly or over a more extended period (Fiese 

et al. 2002). Ritual is the performance on a regular basis of activities that have a symbolic and 
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communicative element and confirm, over repeated performance, the identity of the group or 

family (Bakker, Karsten & Mulder 2015; Denham 2003). In the interviews with the families, 

it became clear space could influence the performance of ritual. Other factors that effected 

ritual performance were related to lack of affordability. Just as routine could be 

counterproductive, ritual could also convey loss and emphasise ‘boundness’ and limitation. 

Rituals can re-present the past, confirm the present and point to the future. They can also serve 

to remind of things lost, unfulfilled and unaccomplished if the social and spatial elements are 

not confirming of positive meaning. 

 Crowding, Ritual and Loss of Home 

One of the significant rituals perceived as connecting the sacred with the profane is the 

establishment of home (Eliade 1959; Malpas 2006; O’Connor 2018). While the sacred may 

no longer play a significant role in secular Western society, the profound meaning of home, 

which this association suggests, remains relevant. Many interviewees recognised the 

distinction between a house as a commodity and house as representative of home. The ritual 

of establishing ‘home’ represented by the other rituals within the home was compromised by 

spatial limitation and social discord occasioned by crowding. The interviews with families 

indicated a home could become a house, and a house a home, depending on spatial and social 

limitations. Susan and Joy were able to describe this journey from home to house to home 

again spanning several years. Susan, Joy’s mother, had welcomed her parents into her home 

after she had separated from her husband. Her daughter Joy had a mental illness and was 

recovering when her grandparents moved in. The house comprised three bedrooms and was 

not crowded prior to Joy’s grandparents moving in. Six people in a three-bedroom house was 

at the lower end of statistical crowding among those interviewed, but the consequences of this 

increase were among the most severe. The possibility of the maintenance of ‘home’ with its 

symbolic sense of haven and safety was destroyed by the social disorder the grandparents 

brought. Susan and Joy describe the impact this had on their sense of home: 

Joy: While it was our home, it never felt like home. I never wanted it to be home at 
that point. I shut myself away and tried to remain shut off from them. They were 
very domineering. 

Susan: The reason for taking in my parents was one of obligation. The obligation 
increased when they provided financial assistance after my marriage breakdown, but 
this obligation did a disservice to my daughter (Joy). 



192 

Joy: It used to be a close family while it was separated, but as soon as they all came 
together it ruined the relationship. 

Susan: For Joy, it felt like home before my parents arrived. Joy had mental health 
issues and home was a sanctuary for her prior to my parents moving in. The sense of 
home was assisting her to recover from the mental health issues. 

Joy: It was ultimately a place where I felt I had control over everything, but control 
was taken away when my grandparents moved in, providing a negative and hostile 
environment. At the same time, I was trying to shift away from negative energy and 
was recovering, and then, my grandparents moved in and the added element of 
negativity made it a nightmare. There was an emotional insecurity created that was 
very difficult to deal with. Every interaction would lead to anger through emotional 
manipulation. There was also physical danger with a couple of bowls and mugs 
thrown at me. The grandparents had a home, but we lost our home. 

Susan: The home simply became accommodation. We didn’t want to be home. We 
spent a lot of time away from the house. (Susan, mother of Joy, and Joy, aged 21) 

This conversation demonstrates the deterioration in the sense of home that occurred for Joy 

and Susan. Every interaction occurring in the household after the grandparents moved in was 

indicative of a loss of ‘home’ and the ability ‘to dwell’ (King 2008). Rituals lost in this process 

and mentioned by Susan and Joy included the safety of homecoming after school, imbued with 

powerful symbolic meaning of safety and security for one with tenuous mental health; meal 

taking, which descended into anger and sometimes physical violence; and any celebratory 

ritual, such as birthdays and Christmas. Joy’s observation of being a close family prior to the 

grandparents moving in was premised on the practice of family rituals that occurred when the 

extended family did not share a home. The social discord in the shared house was so great that 

any celebratory ritual served only to exacerbate the antagonism and became reminders of loss 

rather than remembrance and celebration. Joy identifies a progressive and associative loss, 

which included loss of family and loss of home. 

In the interview, Susan expressed the fear she had sacrificed the well-being of her daughter 

out of obligation to her parents. Occupation of emotional space was critical in the loss of any 

ritualised confirmation of home. Joy’s statement regarding loss of control indicates any sense 

of the confirming rituals of home was unravelling in a crowded and discordant house. To 

escape this lack of belonging, Susan and Joy would spend as much time as possible away from 

the house, which is the reverse of being ‘at home’. Friends in another regional city provided 

the welcome and the rituals that allowed them to feel they had a ‘home away from home’. The 
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provision of additional space where Joy could retreat in the form of a KUC studio was of 

benefit. 

However, the additional space of the studio was not enough to recover those routines and 

rituals that would allow Joy and Susan to feel ‘at home’. It allowed Joy to survive and recover 

while holding at bay the worst elements of an emotionally crowded house. The opportunity to 

again feel at home through small and larger family rituals returned to Susan and Joy after the 

grandparents departed. Family jokes and narratives that were repeated allowed for both to feel 

like that house was again their home, even though Joy now lived elsewhere. Birthdays and 

Christmas were again celebrated as ‘family’ and were inclusive of Susan’s new partner. This 

‘homecoming’ demonstrates ritual is not static but can adapt and reconfigure to suit the 

changed circumstances of a new time. These new moments captured the past and were a 

reminder of what Susan and Joy had endured. They also confirmed not only had they endured, 

they had gone on to prosper and ‘emerge’ anew and were now ‘at home’. 

Rosalie described a similar experience of loss when she accepted three grandchildren into her 

home in addition to her five children. The demands this placed on the household meant 

survival from day to day as the only possibility. Survival implies an inability to look to the 

past or to the future. Survival is a day-to-day proposition. It allows little energy, space or time 

for ritualised confirmation of belonging. Rosalie described what occurred immediately after 

the grandchildren arrived: 

Rosalie: We just survived day in, day out. So, most of the time it was like a drop-in 
place. But now it is a lot more relaxing. 

Helen: It’s a home, it’s a home. 

Rosalie: It’s a home (Helen in background: Yeh, it’s not like a military setting.) 
It’s a home. It’s not like a roof over our heads. It was my home before the children 
came, and then, it became a roof over our heads. It kept us dry and warm. You 
couldn’t sit here and scratch yourself without everybody knowing. It was just, yeh, 
there was nothing there. (Rosalie, mother and grandmother of eight, and Helen, her 
eldest daughter) 

Ritual is not mentioned in this sequence between the interviewer, Rosalie and Helen. What is 

suggested is the introduction of the three young children into the household completely upset 

any pre-existing routine and rhythm in the household. Survival day to day leaves no room for 

establishment of any ritual practice beyond taking care of the necessities of life. To preserve 

a routine that gives some confidence of permanency, Rosalie had established a very tight 
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regimen to ensure these necessities are taken care of. Helen acknowledges the routine was 

more like a ‘military setting’ than a home. The magnitude of the immediate task demanded all 

the energy available. Lack of space meant any rituals requiring time and input were put on 

hold. The home, the place for the performance of repeated ritual, confirming who we are, 

became a place of regimented routine. Showering, toileting, feeding and sleeping came to 

dominate the daily routine. Routine without ritual is empty of meaning and replaces the depth 

of home with the battle for survival. Future possibility built on past remembrance is sacrificed 

in the battle for survival and home becomes a drop-in centre. This is the experience of being 

bound within space, which affords little hope for emergence into the possibilities of life. Even 

the routine of reading a book to a small child became a trial in this crowded context since, as 

Helen indicated later in the interview, there was no quiet space to be found. The routine 

remained without the concomitant association of ritual where carer and child might bond in 

mutually agreed participation, which exceeds the act of reading. 

Despite this regimen of routine, Rosalie’s household was not devoid of rituals that helped 

cement a sense of belonging. Much energy was devoted to ensuring the three young 

grandchildren took priority of care since their needs were deemed to be greater when they first 

arrived. Small rituals were established early. These included height and age markings on the 

doorframe to show how the children were growing over time, something performed on a 

regular basis that provided a strong reminder of continuity and belonging. Constructing a 

photo album and photo wall of the experiences of the whole family, but particularly of the 

three young children, helped in the ritual of reminiscence and consolidated who the family 

was through reliving the experiences and people of the past. Regular monthly outings to escape 

the press of a crowded house were also a ritual of belonging. Reminiscing together over trip 

highlights, such as a family weekend in Lorne, also became an established ritual providing 

bonding and exploration of who they were and to whom they belonged. Rituals of birthdays 

and Christmas, more of which will be explored below, were also celebrated but were 

abbreviated, since the space available to store any gifts was very limited. 

When additional space was provided, the household was able to expand smaller and larger 

rituals. Helen indicated she was able to read to the younger children undisturbed and this 

became an anticipated event rather than a battleground. Ownership of personal items became 

possible with more storage and the ritual of gift giving became more meaningful. Ownership 

of personal camping equipment also provided the opportunity for the routine and ritual of 
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family holidays extending narratives of belonging. Narratives of past experience were retold 

at family gatherings and were used to consolidate identity and belonging. The additional space 

afforded the space and time for these rituals to emerge and grow. Rosalie and Helen were able 

to acknowledge the house had once again become a home, the foundation of belonging, 

identity and attachment. 

 Crowding, Ritual and Alienation 

In one interview, the culturally significant rituals of birthdays and Christmas were perceived 

as negative. While crowding may not have been the sole reason for this, a combination of 

crowding and financial constraint certainly was. Birthdays and Christmas are considered 

seminal celebratory rituals in the family and cultural life of Western societies (Deacy 2013; 

Dupuis & Thorns 1998). For those who felt the financial pressure was too great or the space 

was inadequate for celebrating such events, these rituals became points of alienation rather 

than confirmation of belonging and attachment. Cultural expectation of what constitutes the 

adequacy or content of the performance of the ritual plays a role when resources, including 

spatial and financial, are constrained. 

Cathryn was very clear when discussing these rituals. She described them as alienating for 

several reasons. This alienation was ascribed to crowding and lack of financial capacity. 

Cathryn responds to a question regarding the rituals of birthday and Christmas with a very 

negative account: 

Cathryn: And that’s another thing. We live in poverty. My boys have had a 
Christmas tree once. We blow balloons up for birthdays, and have cakes and mum 
and dad come over (emotional). I hate Christmas. I hate birthdays ‘coz I never have 
enough to give them what they need or what they want. I always feel like I have to 
say no. For last Christmas, I put them all in the car and went for a drive to avoid 
staying at home and having to think of ways to celebrate that didn’t involve money. 
I just can’t give them all the things they might want. (Cathryn, mother of five boys 
and carer of Carl) 

Crowding is not the principal reason for this alienation from seminal ritual, but it plays an 

indirect role, since it compounds the lack of affordability inherent in a large household on 

limited income. Cathryn had accepted caring for Carl voluntarily and at the time of interview 

was receiving no government aid for this undertaking. The pressure of cultural expectation 

associated with these rituals may be easy to dismiss by suggesting it is possible to celebrate 

without spending a great deal of money. However, the reality of cultural expectation is much 
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more difficult to avoid, particularly with such seminal cultural rituals. These unfulfilled 

expectations weighed heavily on Cathryn and served further to alienate her from the house she 

and her family occupied. Cathryn had already indicated that she did not consider the house the 

family occupied a home: 

Cathryn: Yes. It contains us, and it keeps us dry and keeps us together as a family. 
But it doesn’t let us live our life to the fullest. It doesn’t let us grow as we need to 
grow. (Cathryn, mother of five and carer of Carl) 

Cathryn’s response was prompted by a long litany of inadequacies she maintained the house 

displayed for the number of people living there. Inadequate storage, broken cupboards, 

crowded sleeping arrangements, chaotic sleep patterns and lack of routine all contributed to 

Cathryn feeling this was not a place that was representative of her, which she could call home. 

The alienation caused by the incapacity to celebrate seminal rituals within the household only 

served to compound the lack of identification and attachment Cathryn felt for the house. 

Carl (the young person cared for by Cathryn), despite the apparent lack of routine and ritual 

in the household, felt strongly this was his home. The contradiction between Cathryn and Carl 

can be explained by a movement from greater risk to lesser risk. Carl had come from a situation 

of high risk, which included violence from his father, drug dealing and living in temporary 

accommodation. Carl had fled this situation to be more secure with Cathryn and her family, 

whom he had met through friendship with Cathryn’s elder boys. Moving from a situation of 

high risk to one that felt secure provided Carl a sense of belonging and attachment. Feeling 

secure for Carl meant being in a less risky environment. However, this does not mean an 

existing situation is without risk. If the primary caregiver in a household feels alienated from 

the thing that should provide the foundation for security and belonging, the impact over time 

may be far reaching. 

Rituals, including birthdays and Christmas, were also constrained by space in the household 

of Jill, mother of five. Jill, as has already been noted previously, found her house inadequate 

for any social gatherings of family and friends. She felt it was not possible to celebrate these 

significant cultural and family rituals in her house due to lack of space. All the significant 

family and cultural rituals including birthdays and Christmas were celebrated away from the 

house, usually at a local restaurant. Thus, the nexus between the celebratory ritual and the 

location for the celebration, considered critical in establishing identity and attachment and 

creating the ongoing narrative of home (O’Connor 2018), is broken. Jill and Tamara, Jill’s 
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eldest daughter, did not see the house they had occupied for eight years as being their home. 

Celebratory ritual was one factor among a number that contributed to this lack of identity and 

attachment. 

 Crowding, Ritual and Belonging 

Despite being crowded, some households engaged in rituals that were confirmatory of family 

identification, meaning and belonging. Family participation was of paramount importance in 

many of the accounts obtained from the data. The rituals served to remind family members of 

who they were and to whom they belonged, providing a foundation for who they might 

become. These rituals served to overcome some of the social and spatial limitations imposed 

by small and crowded dwellings, and some were highlights in the family’s annual calendar. 

The islander family of Tora and Peter, already introduced, were among the most crowded 

encountered, being technically homeless prior to receiving a KUC studio. This family had 

several rituals they practiced regularly. These served to confirm identity and belonging, not 

just to each other, but to the wider islander community in the town in which they lived. The 

household numbered 11 in a very small three-bedroom home. Peter, eldest son of Tora, 

described rituals in which the family participated. These included a nightly family gathering 

where, after the evening meal, the whole family shared their day with each other. Tora 

indicated this was the favourite part of the day for her, seeing her family all sitting around and 

sharing their stories together. 

The family was a major contributor to the well-being of the islander community in their region. 

Extended family and friends’ celebrations, which they hosted, occurred monthly and many 

times exceeded 50 people at their home. Music and singing were part of this community ritual 

and reminded those who participated of their islander origins while also confirming the whole 

community as belonging to a new land and home. The family was committed Christian and 

this played an important role in the combination of family and religious ritual, which include 

the high festivals of Christmas and Easter. Peter admitted the younger generation was waning 

in their regular commitment to Christian worship, but it still exercised significant meaning for 

the family. Peter also confirmed the family were deeply attached to their home even before 

they received additional space from a two-bedroom KUC studio. He and Tora expressed deep 

gratitude for the studio, which had served to alleviate the crowding of the home. The family 

were not materialistic in wanting more things but were deeply grateful for the material things 
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they had. The rituals this family observed made a connection between the social and the 

material, which helped to overcome some of the risks evident within a crowded household. 

Samantha, mother and grandmother of an Indigenous household of 12, also spoke of some of 

the quirky rituals she had developed around her family. One celebration they would undertake 

was to have a dress-up day where everybody was expected to dress in the theme of the day. 

Family and friends would all participate and embarrass the children with their outlandish dress 

and behaviour, all in the cause of family fun and participation. Easter was also a highlight with 

Easter bunny footprints laid throughout the house leading into the backyard where an Easter 

egg hunt was conducted, to the delight of adults and children alike. These rituals were viewed 

as family highlights by members of the family and served to alleviate the, at times, oppressive 

circumstance of a crowded dwelling, exacerbated by all the children experiencing some degree 

of disability. The ritualised pattern of the events was a reminder of who the family was and to 

whom they belonged. The rituals served to be confirmatory of family and ameliorated some 

of the risks of a crowded household through this participation. 

8.4 Conclusion 

Routine and ritual can be factors in mitigating risk of homelessness for young people in 

crowded households. They can also be factors that highlight the social and spatial limitations 

of the dwelling and serve to confirm a lack of belonging and the temporary nature of dwelling. 

Routines are established to accommodate the needs of the social group, in this case the family, 

and to facilitate the tasks that provide for, and take care of, the necessities of life. Routines 

allow for the tasks of living to be ordered and to be taken for granted within the social and 

spatial context of the home. Routine can also emphasise the inadequacy of spatial limitation 

and serve to maintain, through regular patterns, an understanding of impermanence and not 

fully belonging. The routine of assembling and disassembling bedding each night and morning 

has been suggested as one routine that serves this negative outcome. The routine is born of 

necessity due to lack of space. While it takes care of the needs of daily living, there remains 

an inherent message contradicting the sense of order and identity it seeks to impose. 

This is not to say routine does not contain protective factors despite the limitations. Some 

crowded households imposed routine to establish order and regularity. In a limited way, these 

assist in establishing a sense of security and belonging. When young persons or children have 

come from a situation of chaos and lack of routine, routine mitigates the risk that arises from 
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such chaos. However, spatial limitation can provide a counterbalance to the implied meaning 

of stability and order. The immediate risk from a previous chaotic circumstance is lessened. 

However, the continuation of routines that underscore the temporary nature of belonging can 

undermine the very elements they seek to establish. Unless addressed, the immediate risk of 

homelessness can be mitigated, but the longer-term effects of lack of security, belonging, 

identity and attachment remain latent. 

Rituals that provide meaning and identity to families have been demonstrated to be significant 

protective factors in the complex and multidimensional risk of homelessness. Families that 

perform rituals confirming memory, identity and belonging establish a protective foundation. 

This foundation is the bedrock providing the ability ‘to dwell’ with a sense of identity, security 

and belonging. In many households interviewed where routine and ritual were established, 

immediate risk of homelessness for young people was mitigated. The order the routine and the 

meaning the rituals provided assisted in managing the household and brought a deepened sense 

of security, identity and belonging. Even very crowded households managed to perform 

meaningful rituals, bringing past memory and present experience together to determine future 

possibility. Crowded households that maintain routine and undertake ritual performance, 

which confirms who they are and to whom they belong, are more likely to call where they live 

‘home’. Young people who participate in this confirmatory routine and ritual within the family 

display a greater sense of security, belonging and attachment and exhibit a reduced risk of 

homelessness because of these factors. 

By contrast, it also must be recognised culturally established rituals can impose an expectation 

on families that alienates rather than consolidates. Spatial limitation can play a part in familial 

alienation, where the space required for even modest family rituals is compromised. From a 

transactional perspective, the social dynamic of routine and ritual effects and is effected by 

the environment. It is possible to convey in a very crowded household through the practice of 

routine and ritual aspects of security, identity and belonging. The social function within the 

household compensates for the inadequacy of spatial limitation. Conversely, spatial limitation 

can effect social function and routine and ritual can reflect that inadequacy. In this case, the 

seeds of the risk of homelessness may be sown among the social, spatial and temporal elements 

of home. 
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Chapter 9: Living in a Crowded House and the Risk of 

Homelessness 

9.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I summarise the findings of my research based on the analysis of the interviews 

provided in the previous three chapters. Discovering the socio-spatial experiences of people 

living in crowded households by stepping across the threshold of individual households has 

been part of the intent of this research. Seeking to explore how these experiences may lead to 

a risk of homelessness for young people has been used to answer the primary question of this 

thesis of how living in perceived crowded conditions within a residential context can lead to 

such risk. 

The interviews conducted for this exploration provided narratives from the perspective of 

those experiencing first-hand crowding and its consequences for the household. The analysis 

of the interviews was undertaken from a transactional perspective, which included the spatial, 

social and temporal context. These three elements are represented in the elements of the space 

of the place, the dwelling, household chaos and routine and rhythm. The elements, as in any 

transactional analysis, are not separate but are inextricably intertwined with each other. Any 

change in one of the elements in a transactional system has an effect across the whole system. 

Each element is related and interdependent. My thesis maintains the space of place where 

crowding is experienced is not immutable but is both spatially and socially intertwined. This 

space of place when congruent, provides a continuous movement from being bound, to 

openness and emergence. 

I have maintained throughout this thesis that being bound within physical constraints has social 

consequences. When people perceive themselves to be limited within the space of place 

through crowding, social limitation and containment are part of that experience of 

boundedness. When greater congruence occurs within the space of place, the physical 

experience of being bound, open and emergent is reflected in a similar social experience. The 

perception of crowding and its effects are experienced between the boundedness of the 

dwelling and the wider locales of life. This experience is one of an interrelationship between 

being bound in openness and the possibility of emergence. 
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The movement between being bound and emergent is never static but is experienced in the 

passage of time and the repetition of time through repeated routines and rituals. The lived 

space of place, when congruent, is the antecedent for both boundedness and emergence 

physically and socially and is constructive of a sense of ‘home’. The security of boundedness 

encourages a sense of identity, belonging and attachment, thus providing a firm foundation for 

emergence into new places. Emergence into new places, such as education, employment, 

family and a home of one’s own, the journey of life, requires a firm foundation within the 

boundedness of home (Farrugia 2016; O’Connor 2018). Knowing that one belongs and is at 

home within the confines of home and family allows for future belonging and being ‘at home’ 

in other contexts, beyond the space and place of home. Imbalance or incongruence between 

being bound and emergent in the place of home leads to a sense of being too constricted and 

limited. By contrast, without a sense of belonging and attachment, emergence without 

foundation can lead to a possibility of risk in new places. Being too tightly bound and 

constricted physically and socially can lead to a sense of loss of home and can increase the 

risk of feeling homeless. While this does not necessarily translate into homelessness (although 

it can at times), it does provide an incipient social/emotional risk that may well limit further 

life choices, stability and aspirations. 

Crowding presents the possibility of either being bound or constricted physically, socially and 

culturally or desiring emergence without foundation. Both being too bound and constricted or 

emergent without a foundational sense of belonging can promote a sense that home is not what 

it should or can be. The sense of what is familiar being or becoming unfamiliar can vary 

between individuals within the household. My findings are developed within the three 

elements of the transactional perspective of home: the spatial, social and temporal. These 

incorporate the environmental context, the social grouping and dynamics and the passage of 

time. The pertinence of these three elements to the congruence between boundedness and 

emergence and the impact this has on young people is further explained in the following 

sections. 

9.2 The Spatial 

Configured space creates the physical environment of the dwelling. Within the interviews, 

people expressed a very keen sense of the impact of the physical characteristics of place on 

the relational interaction of those living within that space. This was not understood 
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simplistically as a one-way exchange between the limitations of the physical creating social 

stress and discord from crowding. Interviewees also understood the social and personal 

circumstances and needs also affected the disposition held towards the physical. The 

interviews demonstrated the physical characteristics of the dwelling and the limitations they 

impose on the needs and dynamics of the household have a significant impact on sense of 

well-being (Clapham 2010; Jacobs & Malpas 2013). This resulted, in some instances, in a 

fracture occurring between people’s perception of being ‘at home’ or simply living in a house. 

Young people and adult carers noted a shift between a sense of home and a house. The 

interviewees indicated a sense of home meant capacity for control, selective privacy, security 

and safety. It also meant an adequate affordance of the physical attributes of the dwelling 

satisfying the physical and social needs of the household over time. Home and family were 

also closely associated, which reflected of a sense of belonging and attachment to family and 

place. A strong sense of identity was associated with this belonging and attachment. Where 

this was not the case, a greater ambivalence between being ‘in place’ while being ‘out of place’ 

was expressed. The convergence between the known and familiar (heimlich) and the strange 

and alienating (unheimlich) became more evident. 

As I have argued from a theoretical position, the perception of crowding, which had a 

destabilising effect on most households interviewed, was not simply a consequence of spatial 

limitation and numerical excess. Spatial limitation played a role, but my analysis of the 

interview data indicated a more complex set of antecedents were involved. These antecedents 

contributed to a perception of being crowded and subsequent stress. Antecedents identified 

included personal preference and disposition, social discord and physical and emotional 

violence, disability needs within the household, cultural expectations, physical limitations and 

affordance of the dwelling and sudden incursion of additional numbers into the household. 

These identified antecedents within the interviews correspond to the general antecedents 

pertinent to the stress-based model of crowding as discussed in Chapter 2. Physical, social and 

personal factors play a role in creating the perception of crowding. To reiterate, these are not 

separate factors but intertwine to create a perception of crowding. It is the interplay between 

the social and personal and the physical dwelling that creates a perception of being crowded. 

Most people interviewed, who perceived their households as crowded, nominated additional 

space as an answer. 
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 Spatial Relief 

I encountered physical attempts to alleviate crowding from those interviewed. These included 

tents in two cases, dilapidated caravans in two cases, a DHHS unit in two cases and the 

installation of a KUC one- or two-bedroom studio in several cases. Tents or caravans were not 

viewed as an appropriate solution by some household members or caseworkers. Tents 

underscored the impermanence of the living circumstances within the household and provided 

a higher risk of homelessness due to the limited capacity to regulate sleeping patterns and exit 

and entry for young people, particularly at night. A dilapidated caravan was unhelpful in 

mitigating risk for a young person and had the opposite effect by creating a sense of ‘un-

home’. The installation of a KUC studio, in every instance where this was encountered in the 

interviews, was a turning point for households experiencing crowding. The question this 

spatial addition poses is if the perception of crowding is generated by complex antecedents, 

how does the addition of one element make such a difference? 

The answer provided by this research is to be found in the transactional interplay of all 

elements within the perspective of home. Additional space provided the catalyst for other 

changes within the system. The space can be interpreted as unbinding the restricted space of 

place and providing a step towards openness and emergence, which is not escape but growth. 

This progression can be witnessed in the analysis provided in Chapters 5–7, where young 

people often spoke of a sense of maturation, renewed educational engagement and reduced 

family discord. The additional space provided a heightened sense of belonging and attachment 

to place and family. A renewed sense of home and the symbolic attributes associated with 

home were attributable to this spatial extension. Even in the dwelling where the statistical 

definition of crowding as homelessness applied, but risk of homelessness was remote because 

of familial bonds, the impact on the household in terms of unbinding and emergence was 

noticeable. The young people in this circumstance could pursue academic interests with 

renewed vigour while still maintaining strong familial association. Emergence in this instance 

included educational achievement and strengthened familial bonds. This emergence was also 

associated with a renewed sense of home, providing a stronger sense of identity, attachment 

and belonging. 

From this research, I maintain spatial limitation and physical affordance, when coupled with 

other antecedents, does play a role in the perception of crowding. Spatial limitation has an 

impact on the cohesiveness and functioning of relational dynamics within households. Even 
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in households where there is a strong sense of familial attachment, spatial limitation can affect 

the sense of being bound and limited socially and educationally. The transition from a bounded 

place to a more open space (in many cases the KUC studio) serves to bind a person to place 

while providing the gradual transition from boundedness to emergence. The elements that 

contribute to this boundedness can appear mundane yet have a significant impact on the risk 

of homelessness for young people between the two poles of being too bound and emergent 

without foundation. There are both spatial and social/emotional elements to these two poles. 

Physical limitation is characterised by lack of storage, clutter exacerbated by limited storage, 

number of people within the household, physical limitations within shared spaces, limited 

health hygiene facilities, layout of the dwelling, capacity for identity through artefact display 

and bedroom adequacy. Perception of physical limitation is exacerbated by social discord 

within the household, number of people within the household, individual needs and demands 

and social needs both in, and beyond, the immediate family. The stigma of a crowded 

household can also contribute to the perception of the spatial limitations of a place and a sense 

of being bound literally and metaphorically. 

 Spatial Limitation and Risk from Crowding 

It is inappropriate to claim from the exploration of the interviews conducted for this research 

that any one individual element bears the responsibility for risk of homelessness from 

crowding for young people. However, following the argument of synchronic emergence 

(Elder-Vass 2010) acknowledged in Chapter 3, it is possible a combination of factors can play 

a role in such risk. The sum of the whole is not the same as a combination of its parts, but the 

sum of the whole is contributed from its parts (Elder-Vass 2010). Thus, risk of homelessness 

from crowding may have a combination of contributing factors (Marquardt 2016; McCarthy 

2018). These factors may be similar and contain elements ascribable to the individual (agency) 

as well as to social context, such as welfare dependence, limited social housing, financial 

resources and government policy (structure), but combine at certain times with certain 

circumstances to produce the emergence of risk. Elder-Vaas (2010) cites the example of a leaf 

falling to the ground from the limb of a tree. Factors involved in this fall are time of year, 

temperature, wind, shortened days of sunlight, tree position in the forest or garden, animal 

activity etc. The combination of these factors involved at any given time is difficult to predict, 

but that they are involved is discernible. The consequence of any or all is the fall of the leaf. 
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However, presence of one or some of these factors does not necessarily mean the consequence 

will be the same. 

An example pertinent to this research is found in the narrative of the young man Tom, 

mentioned in previous analysis chapters, who attempted suicide while living in a DHHS 

independent unit. After this attempt, Tom moved back into the main dwelling, which 

exacerbated an already crowded dwelling. This crowding resulted in the young man sleeping 

on the couch in the family living room. Deterioration in his mental health and family concord 

was evident from this crowded circumstance. The provision of a KUC studio was an 

intervention that had significant consequences for the recovery of good mental health for Tom, 

concord among his immediate family and subsequent educational, vocational and domicile 

improvement. Factors contributing to the initial deterioration of the young man’s condition, 

where his alienation from home (Colonnello 1999) was initially resolved in his attempt at 

suicide, included mental health issues, initial crowding in the family residence, poor-quality 

spatial extension in the form of a DHHS independent unit, a sense of being trapped or bound 

within the confines of this unit, lack of choice in accommodation for his family, stigmatising 

of himself and his family, and dependence on an inadequate welfare and health system. Any 

or all of these factors may have contributed to a state of mind where space became associated 

with being bound with no sense of escape. Risk of homelessness for this young person (and 

others interviewed) was significant and emergence or escape was identified with termination. 

Alternatively, the new space provided in the form of a KUC studio marked a turning point for 

Tom’s narrative. Recovery of sense of home through a renewed sense of identity and 

belonging could simplistically be ascribed to a single factor, such as the provision of new 

space in the form of a KUC studio. No doubt this was a catalyst, but other factors also played 

a role including reconnection with his family, mental health recovery, renewed sense of 

ownership of space and personal responsibility and a strong sense of being valued and 

belonging. These findings suggest the interrelationship between the physical space of place 

and individual or group occupying that space should not be underestimated. The experiences 

and practices of people living in crowded circumstances are conditioned by the primary 

physical attribute, that being the place where they dwell. 

That the place where we dwell can become alien and alienating is attested by several 

commentators (Blunt & Dowling 2006; Manzo 2003; McCarthy 2018; O’Connor 2018). 

Transactionally, this is a dynamic affected by the elements of space, the social and the 



206 

temporal. As suggested in the example of Tom, alienation can be mitigated since the 

association and attachment to place is dynamic and changing. Circumstances can be changed 

within the physical dimensions of place, which mitigate the sense of being trapped and bound. 

In McCarthy’s (2018) terms the needle is shifted back in favour of the known and familiar. 

The possibility of creating a congruence between the space of place, which allows for being 

bound to the place in attachment and belonging while being open and free to exercise risk 

from a position of strength, is demonstrated in this example of shifting possibilities. 

The physical limitation or extension of the space of place is mirrored in the sense of limitation 

or extension for individuals or families. This limitation or extension is dependent on several 

variables, including personal needs, cultural variation and social expectation. The dynamic 

between being bound and emergent or moving from openness to boundedness through spatial 

variation is reflected in the example of the single-parent family that lived in a tent for six 

months before being provided a house in regional Victoria. For the adult carer, the transition 

from a more expansive space (camping) to one that was more confined (a house) created a 

sense of being bound and confined. While camping may appear to support the sense of space 

as being unbounded and the house becomes a place of boundedness, this is not an accurate 

description. The space of the camps that this family experienced was not simply unbounded. 

Rather, it was delineated by the circumstances of the camp, such as town ovals and bush camps 

with trees and landscape. Each space is bounded place (Malpas 2010), but each space does not 

afford the same openness and emergence. For the adult carer, the places she associated with 

open space allowed for a sense of belonging and attachment since the stress of a more confined 

space was not a factor. Financial and social responsibilities were diminished, and she felt more 

able to cope with behavioural challenges displayed by children with disability. Alternatively, 

one of her children had ultimately sought refuge from the openness of place in camping by 

sleeping in the car. She was also the young person who was most relieved to have a house. For 

the adult carer, the house had become a constriction because of the behavioural challenges of 

her children. Crowding was the explanation for this boundedness, and there was little sense of 

the possibility of the openness and emergence expressed when the spatial limitation was less 

constrained. 

This metaphorical association between boundedness, openness and emergence within the 

space of place and the human response can exist beyond the dimension of the residence 

(Manzo 2005; Muesburger, Gregory & Suarsana 2015). If the locale of place as defined by 
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Giddens (1985) and similar to that of the space of place can be as confined as a room or 

extensive as the global, then transitions between each extension of place as bounded space can 

be characterised in similar terms as bound, open and emergent. Indeed, Muesburger, Gregory 

and Suarsana (2015) suggest the characteristics of spatial limitation or emergence are deeply 

entwined with knowledge and power. For those with little or no choice and limited by social, 

political and financial constraints, the territory of home, region or nation becomes more bound 

than open and possibility of emergence restricted. It may be possible to explore this association 

from the experience of crowding in a dwelling through to the external dimensions of street, 

neighbourhood and town/suburb. Each step beyond each place to a new space of place is 

characterised by the previous experience of place where crowding and risk due to boundedness 

have been contributing factors. This was articulated in those interviews where the spatial 

limitations constricted the aspirations of those in crowded circumstances. This finding served 

to support the connection made between the physical context of place in one locale and the 

perpetuation through knowledge and power of risk associated with that context, in this case 

crowding. As Prince (2014) states: 

In the context of power, the tensions between love of place, place belonging, and 
community identity within places and external social representations are made clear 
as they often conflict with messages received about personal worth and ability based 
on place stereotypes, stigma, and the physical realities in marginalized places. 
Stigmatizing and negative representations of place may also be internalized by youth 
as cognitive representations of future possibility. (pp. 698–699) 

The spatial experiences and practices of people living in crowded households effect present 

capacity and future possibility. Homelessness is to be found not just in a circumstance of 

rooflessness. The rootlessness and lack of opportunity engendered by this spatial constraint 

within crowded households creates risk to young people. Perpetuation of risk of homelessness 

that may eventually end in the experience of homelessness is magnified in crowded households 

because of the compromise between this place of home and the symbolic expectations of 

home. Manzo (2003) suggests the unrealistic separation between the private place of home 

and the public space of the market has heightened this compromise, while Kaika (2004) 

contends the outside (the unknown and threatening) is never far from the inside (safe and 

familiar) within the home. However, it is also argued the private space of home is preparatory 

for life in the glare of the public spaces of the market (Farrugia 2016; O’Connor 2018). The 

level of determination and will required to overcome the foundational inadequacies of 

boundedness in spatial limitation may be beyond the capacity of some. Foundational 
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inadequacies formed in the spatial crucible of crowding, such as lack of sense of belonging, 

attachment and identity, may conspire beyond the threshold of the dwelling to create a 

synchronic emergence of homelessness. Therefore, risk of homelessness is embedded in the 

social and spatial experiences and practices of crowding carried in past, reiterated in the 

present and expected in the future. 

9.3 The Social 

The ABS definition of severe overcrowding as homelessness does not clarify why the need 

for four additional bedrooms in a crowded household creates homelessness, while those 

requiring fewer bedrooms but possibly exhibiting greater risk do not (Chamberlain & 

MacKenzie 2014). The operationalising of the statistical definition of crowding for census 

purposes does not allow for the exploration of the complex interplay within households that 

contribute to a perception of crowding and possible risk of homelessness. In my findings from 

this research, some of the most crowded households displayed far less symptoms of risk of 

homelessness than those that were less crowded. My findings suggest risk of homelessness, or 

homelessness defined as severe overcrowding, is not simply dependent on how many rooms 

or square metres may be required by a household. Factors that create the sense of being bound, 

open or emergent within the space of a place are multiple and complex. It is necessary to 

reiterate that within the transactional perspective of home, the elements of the spatial, social 

and temporal cannot be separated since each affects the other. The social dynamics within the 

household are inseparable from the physical limitations of the place experienced over time. 

This is acknowledged by the ABS in its definition of crowding (ABS 2011) linked to the 

understanding of home. The ABS also recognises the deleterious effect of severe 

overcrowding linked with the time it is experienced. The disjuncture in the two positions of 

the ABS, one linked to subjective experience of home and the other to an objective assessment 

of homelessness, appears problematic. My findings suggest a complex picture of crowding 

and the risks it may pose to homelessness for young people. My research found the personal 

and social dynamics of the household, as well as the physical limitations of the space of place, 

played a role in the perception of crowding. The impact this perception had on the sense of 

being bound, open and emergent spatially and metaphorically was critical to the risk of 

homelessness perceived within the household. This risk indicates overcrowding can be a 

problem but it is not necessarily a problem to be included in homeless statistics. Overcrowding 
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can undermine significant developmental, educational and social needs but it is not necessarily 

homelessness. Including severe overcrowding as a homelessness statistic constructs it 

primarily as a housing problem. Additional space was effective as an intervention in those 

households interviewed. Those households, it should be noted, were vetted by KUC and the 

partner organisations as to the possible effectiveness of the intervention. Other applications 

were, and continue to be, rejected on grounds that additional space will not solve all the 

relational dynamics at play. Constructing crowding as a housing problem, as occurs when it is 

included in the homelessness statistics, neither does justice to the nuances of crowding and its 

effects, nor to interventions that may assist in mitigating the effects. 

Household chaos was a significant factor in the level of dissatisfaction expressed by those 

interviewed and subsequent risk of homelessness posed. In some interviews, it was very 

difficult to determine whether crowding was the cause of the chaos or chaos prompted a 

perception of chaos. In other interviews, chaos was the product of an unexpected event, such 

as the incursion of more people, mostly young people, into the household. This had a 

particularly destabilising effect. The maturation of young children into teenagers and 

associated difficulties, such as intellectual and learning difficulties, were also contributing 

factors to emerging household chaos. Mental health also played a role in the perception of 

crowding and a sense of chaos. The physical amenity of the dwelling was intertwined with 

these social circumstances and was perceived by many interviewees as inseparable. Household 

chaos, no matter what the cause, was the factor most likely to create the feeling of the 

unfamiliar, of feeling out of place in place. 

 Incursion 

Incursion, as described in Chapter 6, was one of the main factors in creating a perception of 

crowding and subsequent destabilising of existing routines within households. Incursion was 

when several new persons were introduced into the household at very short notice, in some 

instances, overnight. Persons introduced were most often younger relatives. In one household, 

parents of the adult carer were accommodated. In each case where young people were 

introduced into the household, it was difficult to determine whether any risk had been 

considered from crowding before such introduction. The reason for this can be found in the 

agency or Government Department believing the risk of not taking this step would prolong a 

greater risk to those young people from their current circumstance. Commonly, the current 

circumstance was that of failure to provide adequate parenting to the young people. While a 
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determination may have been made that this change of circumstance for the young people 

provided a much greater level of care for the young person or people, little consideration was 

given to the longer-term risks this move might involve. 

Analysis of randomly selected case notes over three years from the KUC database indicated 

placing of young people with relatives for parenting and care was a common solution to risk 

from other factors. These relatives were frequently grandparents, who were prepared to parent 

their grandchildren rather than leave them in a situation of high risk. My research indicated 

that in no instance did these households exceed the ABS statistical definition requiring four or 

more bedrooms to be deemed homeless. Nevertheless, the risk this incursion posed to 

homelessness over time, if left unaddressed, appeared significant. For the adult carers, the 

disruption to the social fabric and physical limitation of their home was problematic. Lounge 

rooms became temporary bedrooms, bedrooms were shared between older grandmothers and 

young children, daily routines were interrupted, pressure was placed on kitchen and health and 

hygiene facilities and a general state of chaos within the household was experienced. Children 

and young people who were introduced into the household often came with limited social 

skills owing to inadequate parenting. Managing discipline in the early periods after such 

incursion contributed to a sense of chaos within the household. 

Even in heavily regulated households, such as that of Rosalie’s, which, in her own words, was 

run on a military footing, the feeling of compression of ‘breathing space’ was marked. The 

reference to breathing space, or not being able to breathe or that of drowning in a sea of spatial 

and social demand on a constant basis, reflected the embodied impact (Farrugia 2016) 

crowding can have. This embodied impact creates stress within the household and contributes 

to the overall feeling of a household out of control. Disruption of established routines also 

creates a feeling of loss of control. Chaos and disruption experienced over an extended period 

exacerbated the perception of crowding. The desire for escape or respite was expressed by 

adult carers and young people. A feeling of constant exhaustion and being overwhelmed was 

a repeated refrain. The combination of crowding, chaos and exhaustion was summed up by a 

case worker who suggested “trying to function in a crowded and chaotic home was just ‘damn 

exhausting’”, provoking a sense of survival with little time and space for the contemplation of 

the positives. 

Charmaz (2006) has suggested this living on the edge of chaos marks a difference between 

‘day-to-day living’ and ‘living day-to-day’. Day-to-day living has no sense of future 
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possibility since survival prevents any consideration of the future. Living day-to-day is when 

one is aware of the future (such as a terminal illness) and the daily experiences help cope with 

the future possibility. Without the ability to plan, foresee and perhaps forestall future 

possibilities, risk is increased. A case worker described this risk by indicating many of her 

clients lived in survival mode day-to-day without the capacity for future planning. Lease 

change, loss of employment, increased rental costs and increased numbers in the household 

were inherent risks that could end in homelessness. Survival in chaotic circumstances was 

preventive of capacity for foresight in many instances. The experience of being bound into a 

social and spatial merry-go-round of chaos provokes a constant level of physical and emotional 

is exacerbated by the need for survival. 

One different type of incursion that occurred was that of the adult carer’s parents coming to 

live in the dwelling. The social and emotional circumstances of this household were complex, 

with separation and divorce playing a role, as did the delicate mental health of the young 

person. The impact of this incursion was dramatic and provided one of the higher levels of 

risk of homelessness encountered among all the interviews. This example served to illustrate 

how perception of crowding can affect all other elements in a transactional system. While the 

number of people in the house was not overly excessive (six people in a three-bedroom house, 

although the young person did sleep on the couch), the level of stress, perception of crowding, 

loss of sense of home and risk of homelessness, including the ultimate alienation of suicide by 

the young person, were very high. 

The chaos from this incursion was more of an emotional nature, although there was also some 

physical intimidation. As described above in the interview analysis, every room in the house 

felt crowded when the grandparents were present. Emotional intimidation and manipulation 

contributed to a household feeling always on the brink of chaos. A home very quickly became 

a house for those who felt crowded out by such a domineering emotional presence. It was a 

place to sleep and eat rather than a place of safety, security and belonging. The mental health 

of the young person, which had, until the time of the incursion, been recovering, took a 

significant turn for the worse, to the point her mother feared for her mental and physical safety. 

This example was one of a number encountered in the interviews where the occupation of 

emotional space produced a perception of having no space, household chaos and loss of sense 

of home. These were also the households that demonstrated circumstances contributing to risk 

of homelessness for young people. Extended periods spent away from home to avoid being ‘at 
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home’, statements indicating a sense of loss of home, including loss of sense of belonging and 

attachment to the place of home, desire to escape, lack of sense of privacy and security and 

loss of control were all expressed because of a perception of crowding within a chaotic 

environment. These factors contributed to the possibility of the risk of homelessness from the 

synchronic emergence of several factors converging at one moment to produce a new reality, 

in this case homelessness. I have found being ‘bound’ or trapped within the limitations of 

emotional and physical space and exacerbated by numerical density over an extended period 

produces higher risk of homelessness for young people in this study. In some households, this 

risk was expressed in a desire to leave home prematurely and even become itinerant rather 

than prolong this stressful existence. In others, leaving home was not regarded as a possibility. 

It is possible to understand this risk as a continuum between feeling at home and feeling 

‘homeless’. The greater the sense of being bound and trapped, the greater the loss of the 

symbolic elements of home and the more acute a sense of homelessness becomes. 

 Antecedents and Crowding 

Intellectual disability and behavioural problems can also contribute to a perception of 

crowding, household chaos and a desire for ‘space’ that may not be available within the 

confines of the dwelling. Being bound by these social/emotional behaviours within the 

limitations of available space produced a visceral response resulting in emotional withdrawal 

or outward aggression. Both these responses are symptomatic of containment, of being bound 

and limited, spatially and emotionally. The expressions of ‘can’t breathe, drowning, feeling 

everybody on top of you’ reflect the boundedness of the space of place. There is no possibility 

of openness and emergence while the place of home is a place of stress and survival. 

Disabilities, such as autism, which can affect social and emotional interaction, exacerbate the 

demands for a place to escape for those living in close proximity. Limitation of educational 

potential, disturbed sleep patterns leading to educational disengagement and 

underperformance, and desire to leave home prematurely were all symptomatic of an 

imbalance between the place of being bound, that of home, and the possibilities of openness 

and emergence required in the development of a young person. 

Lack of storage in many crowded households was also found to be a source of frustration, 

household clutter and associated chaos. Attempts to provide storage to make a space more 

accessible and liveable were strikingly similar in many households. Plastic stacking boxes or 

cardboard boxes were used to store excess belongings. These storage boxes were then stacked 
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in available space, such as living rooms, dining areas, hallways and bedrooms, which had no 

built-in storage and very little space for the addition of freestanding cupboards. The capacity 

for privacy of possessions, a desire valued particularly by female young people interviewed, 

was limited and, on occasion, caused significant emotional dissonance. The ability to maintain 

privacy of possession and sense of ownership was also compromised by lack of storage, since 

exclusive access was denied owing to the open nature of the storage solutions. 

Maintaining order with limited storage and frustration in constantly moving boxes to access 

the necessities of life proved frustrating to adults and young people. Interviewees had ideas as 

to how storage issues might be resolved but most depended on external parties, such as 

community housing organisations or government departments. Balance of power, lack of 

resources and external permissions for alterations all transpired to create a sense of lack of 

control external to the dwelling and internal to the needs of the family. Baldassare (1979) 

proposed residential crowding resulted in either people being controlled through authoritarian 

rule or feeling controlled through lack of power. In either case, this leads to a sense of being 

out of control and seeking either to seize control or to escape being controlled. Lack of control 

may well be a response of those households who feel they have little or no say in the allocation 

of their housing needs. Signing away the right to a four-bedroom house for the sake of being 

granted housing more quickly can hardly be described as having choice simply because 

necessity overrides need. 

My findings confirm lack of storage and associated clutter and chaos communicate material 

shortcomings of place that can also affect sense of self, identity, permanency, sense of 

belonging and attachment. Case workers and families interviewed for this research indicated 

lack of storage was indicative of impermanency. Possessions and necessities for everyday 

living stored in boxes, no matter how neatly stacked, gave a sense of a household constantly 

in readiness for moving rather than remaining. The lack of ability to maintain ownership of 

personal belongings contributed to a lack of identity in many households interviewed. Space 

occupied by boxes did not permit the display of personal artefacts that interviewees felt 

contributed to the construction of a sense of home. The lack of permanency and sense of 

belonging on a personal and household level creates an inability ‘to dwell’ (King 2008), a 

sense of being and belonging in the place of home. Herein is reflected the obverse of being 

too tightly bound by the perception of crowding. Fear of emergence into another space and 

place out of one’s control, without the foundation of being bound within the place of home, 
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contributes to a possibility of risk of homelessness and succumbing to a fear of lifelong 

alienation (Colonnello 1999; Marquardt 2016; McCarthy 2018; Thompson, Russell & 

Simmons 2014). 

To confirm the difficulty of defining severe overcrowding as homelessness using statistical 

measures, one of the most crowded households interviewed was possibly the least likely to 

regard any or all the family as homeless or even at risk of homelessness. This family was 

identified using the ABS definition of homelessness for severe overcrowding by caseworkers 

involved with the family. However, the family suggested they would live in a tent rather than 

see any individual rendered homeless. This contradiction does not mean that there were not 

risks associated with the crowded household. Principal among these risks was the limitation 

the crowded household placed on the two older children to achieve to their desired standard 

educationally. It has been argued educational limitation from crowding creates risks, the 

possibility of homelessness included (Goux & Maurin 2005; Lopoo & London 2016; 

Thompson, Russell & Simmons 2014). Lack of study space, lack of ability to withdraw to a 

quiet space for concentration, disturbed sleep patterns and constant distractions within chaotic 

and crowded households can all contribute to such long-term risk. However, the protective 

factors within this household were of such a nature that the impact of the social and the spatial 

was more positive than negative. These protective factors will be mentioned below in further 

findings. Suffice to say at this point, the routines and rituals were of such a nature they allowed 

the family to live in respectful concord. 

This concord ensured a balance or congruence between the boundedness of family and home, 

providing a strong foundation for a gradual process of openness and emergence to occur. The 

interviewees claimed a strong sense of identity and belonging for all the siblings. The mother 

and matriarch of the family was firm and loving. Caseworkers had indicated limitation of space 

was having some impact on the family, with fraying relationships, but a strong sense of being 

bound in strength was still observable. Virginia Trioli, an Australian journalist, when 

interviewed for The Age (28 December 2018) newspaper, described her family’s living 

arrangements in similar terms. She shared a three-bedroom house with six other siblings and 

her two parents and commented that it is astonishing how much space we have become used 

to believing we need. Notwithstanding the constructivist characteristics of a different time and 

cultural expectation, space is only one factor in strong family cohesion. Other dynamics play 

a role in affording the sense of being bound into the safety and security of home while 
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permitting an emergence with strength and optimism. Trioli confirmed this in the article by 

stating that her mother was a strong and loving role model who encouraged strength and 

independence in all her children. Strength and independence are not always possible without 

the foundation of identity, belonging and attachment. Measuring such characteristics of one 

household, which provides little risk, against another providing significant risk of 

homelessness is difficult to operationalise using a statistical mechanism. The limitations of 

such an approach to census data are obvious. 

9.4 Routine and Rhythm 

In much of what I have argued thus far, ‘time’ and its representations has been a presumption 

that underpins all actions and activities within a crowded household. Space and time are 

inextricably linked, but time is often a presumed background to social activity within the space 

of place (Cheng 2017; May 2016). Duration and repetition are the two elements of time that 

consolidate belonging and identity (Fiese 2006; May 2016; O’Connor 2018) as the foundations 

of home. O’Connor (2018) claims: 

The foundations of social life lie less in discursive consensus than in shared patterns 
of behaviour which are unselfconscious and barely articulated. It is in concrete and 
emplaced patterns of life rather than public debate or logical argument that the norms 
which allow society to function originate and are reproduced. Contrary to the 
dominant tradition of Western political thought, from Locke to contemporary 
rational choice theory, social and political action and a shared ethic (“ethos”) depend 
on pre-rational, non-egotistical sources: the “we” which derives from the experience 
of a common home. The creation of a world of meaning and a society go hand in 
hand. (p. 174) 

In the initial interviews that I conducted, I had an understanding time was to be a presumption 

rather than clearly articulated. However, as the interviews progressed it became clear time as 

lineal progression and cyclical repetition featured strongly in people’s understanding of their 

past experience, present context and future possibilities. ‘Localising processes’, practiced in 

place and over time provide a “deepened sense of meaning…. the foundation for individual 

and collective identities, moral certainty, ontological security, and enduring relationships” 

(O’Connor 2018, p. 174). Localising processes are not performed in a spatial void or a 

temporal vacuum but are practiced in place and over time. My findings were confirmatory of 

the transactional perspective of home, suggesting the social, spatial and temporal are 

inextricably linked and each element is constitutive of the other. Time lived as progression 

and as repetition consolidates the experience of being bound, open and emergent. Progression 
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and repetition also serve to consolidate the sense of the familiar and the known, particularly 

within the home. Each movement from boundedness to emergence requires a return to 

foundations while exploring possibilities. Foundations of belonging, security and attachment 

are formed in the little-articulated repetition of routines and rituals over time and in place 

(Werner, Brown & Altman 2002). 

While more often than not routines and rituals are associated with positive reinforcement of 

foundational identity and belonging (Fiese 2006), my findings also suggest the practice of 

routines in crowded households can convey a detrimental signalling. When the routine and 

ritual reflect or exemplify the spatial and social limitations, they can emphasise the 

impermanence and limitations associated with the circumstances of crowding. Expectations 

raised by seminal social rituals, such as birthdays and Christmas, can also provide 

reinforcement of disadvantage and not belonging individually and socially, particularly when 

celebration is compromised or non-existent. 

 Routines and Spaces 

All routines are undertaken within place. These places may be adequate to the routine or they 

may compromise or qualify the response to the routine. An example from my research within 

crowded dwellings is provided in sleeping routines. When makeshift beds accommodate 

sleeping arrangements, the routine of going to sleep and morning rising can convey an 

ambiguous message. The act of ‘going to bed’ is a common routine and conveys a deep sense 

of attachment to the rhythm of the world and even to an association between the sacred and 

the profane (Eliade 1959) mirrored in rest and work, night and day and life and death. Lack of 

adequacy in the culturally determined functional aspects of this regular routine can convey 

positive and negative messages regarding home. My findings suggest positive aspects of this 

bedtime routine in crowded dwellings were to be found in the comfort of a regular routine. 

This was particularly the case where an incursion had occurred of younger children into the 

household. Those younger children often came from circumstances where parenting practices 

were, at best, sporadic and, at worst, chaotic and entailed significant risk. The experience and 

discipline of a routine introduced into a chaotic life bring a sense of security and belonging. 

Life begins to have a sense of order and risks from intermittent sleep patterns, irregular meals 

and general lack of routine to the day are minimised over time. 
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However, in crowded households where the actual experience of the routine is compromised 

by the cultural expectation, such as having a permanent bed, the routine can convey, over time, 

a sense of impermanency and not belonging. The taking down of a mattress each night, which 

stands against a wall as a silent sentinel of impermanence, and standing it against the wall each 

morning, conveys a sense of the nomadic. Comfort can be taken from the routine in the short 

term, but little attention has been given to the impact this paradoxical experience may have in 

the long term. The young people who experienced an immediate reversal from chaos to order 

through routine felt much more secure in the short term. Consequences of the impermanency 

of sleeping arrangements were articulated more by the adult carers who felt keenly the 

compromise of the adequacy of the available space and the message that conveyed. While not 

directly associated with the routine of sleeping, the ability to identify a space of one’s own 

through individualised items and possessions was an everyday experience within these 

crowded households. The association between the material and the message the material 

conveyed for the experience of the social (Miller 2010) was considered significant by the 

interviewees and still remains a largely unexplored area, particularly in regard to crowding. 

My findings in this area of routine suggesting negative perceptions of home over time within 

crowded dwellings is an important area requiring more research. Organisations and 

government departments may consider the care provided by alternative carers in high-risk 

situations as beneficial in minimising the initial risk to young people. No doubt, the placement 

may be necessary and even critical to immediate safety and harm minimisation. Nevertheless, 

if adequate spatial requirements are not considered necessary in the longer term, routines may 

be the Trojan horse of alienation and risk to homelessness. Routines may be distinguished 

from rituals by the pragmatics of life as distinct from the development of the meaning of life 

(Fiese 2006; Fiese et al. 2002; Padgett 2007), but they nevertheless convey meaning in their 

repetition. Safety may be the immediate meaning conveyed for those who have exited a high-

risk situation, but over time, if the spatial inadequacy remains unaddressed, sense of 

permanency and belonging may be sacrificed. Of interest in the findings was that where 

additional space had been provided, mostly in the form of a KUC studio, the routine and 

rhythm of the household had been altered for the better. Routines could be maintained, which 

conveyed a much greater sense of permanency and belonging. Personal possessions could be 

more safely stored and sense of ownership of the space and things within the space was 

confirmation of ‘my space’ and ‘my home’. The ability to maintain selective control over 
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privacy also allowed re-entry into the shared spaces of the home with a confidence of self-

identity that was no longer overwhelmed by competing household members. 

Other common routines affected by spatial adequacy were those involving health/hygiene 

hardware, such as toilets and bathrooms and limited dining space. Often, health/hygiene 

practices were associated with bedtime routines and were precursors to sleep routines. Demand 

for use of facilities beyond their capacity demonstrated a lack of affordance within the 

dwelling and affected the response within the household. These demands reflected a lack of 

privacy, and instead of being preparatory to sleep, became a source of tension and anxiety. 

When they were not preparatory for sleep routines, they remained a source of anxiety with 

demands for haste. The lack of capacity to dwell within a routine for any length of time (such 

as showering or toileting) served to heighten the stress within the household and provide a 

greater perception of crowding. For maturing young people, the seeming luxury of additional 

bathroom facilities in the KUC studio (something many take for granted) provided additional 

opportunities for self-determined routines free of stress and anxiety. Restoration of general 

household routines and family coherence, which were confirmatory of belonging and identity, 

was a consequence of the provision of spatial adequacy. 

Meal routines are among the most common of daily routines (Fiese 2006). They are also 

routines that can easily accommodate not just the routines of meal preparation and satisfaction 

of basic needs but also the rituals involved in identity construction and meaning-making. 

Spatial inadequacy was found to be particularly detrimental to the practice of the routine and 

ritual of shared mealtime. Dining tables and dining spaces that were not adequate to 

accommodate the whole family meant meals were often fragmentary and piecemeal. Children 

and young people dining on couches in other rooms and seated on the floor was not 

uncommon. The ability to conduct social gatherings beyond the immediate family involving 

a shared meal was compromised and, if attempted, provided a greater perception of crowding. 

This inadequacy of dining space compromised a common but very important routine of family 

life, the shared meal. Identity-making through a participatory ritual within the routine of a 

shared meal is considered critical in the development of a common family narrative of identity 

and belonging (Fiese 2006). When spatial limitation compromises a foundational and repeated 

routine and ritual within crowded households, a sense of who I am, where I belong and whence 

I may go is also compromised. The boundedness of space does not afford the development of 

the other attributes of openness and emergence since these are built on the foundations of 
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knowing who I am and to whom and what I belong. Desire or need to become unbound without 

the foundation of being and belonging can lead to a loss of those things that are confirmatory 

of being ‘at home’ and subsequent risk of homelessness. 

 Ritual and Space 

The distinction between routine and ritual can become blurred as one provides the foundation 

for the other. As noted in Chapter 2, the difference is to be found between utility and meaning. 

Routine is the exercise of the tasks necessary to everyday life, while ritual emphasises the 

meaning made within repeated experiences. Ritual re-presents and enriches the narratives of 

particular events and celebrations through repeated moments over extended periods. The re-

presentation of these events in ever new times carries the past into the present and sets the 

foundation for the future. Seminal rituals, such as birthdays and religious and quasi-religious 

festivals, are relatively easy to identify. What is not as obvious are the more mundane but 

important rituals practiced within families, including shared meals, regular reading times to 

younger children, peculiar and unique individual family rituals and extended family social 

gatherings. 

My research suggests despite the ambivalence created by some routines and rituals imposed 

by crowding, these other rituals practiced served to emphasise a sense of home, even in the 

most crowded of circumstances. These rituals act as identifiers of the group or family and 

serve, through repetition, to develop narratives of identity and belonging within the family. It 

is in these times of shared narratives, family identifiers, giving and receiving of gifts and the 

almost unconscious repetitions of small and meaningful rituals, the fabric and foundations of 

identity and belonging are established. Where these rituals were practiced, families in crowded 

households displayed a greater cohesion and sense of home than where these rituals were not 

practiced as extensively or were limited. The symbolic elements of family and home are 

intimately interwoven (Denham 2003; O’Connor 2018; Ribbens McCarthy 2012) and are 

sustained by universal and particular rituals of identity and meaning. 

Crowded households often struggled to maintain common rituals owing to spatial limitation. 

Such common rituals included the shared meal with immediate and extended family. The 

ability to sit around a table as a family and participate in the ritualised construction of family 

narrative that included past remembrances, present events and future possibilities was limited, 

in many instances, by spatial restriction. In a dwelling where the table used for meals only 
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seats four and the household numbers nine, the limitations are obvious. Dining rooms can also 

be used as storage, further restricting the possibilities of communal participation. Indigenous 

households interviewed, with a particularly strong commitment to family, lamented the 

inability to share regular meals because of limitations and inadequacy of space. Larger family 

gatherings, such as those of Christmas, were often celebrated outdoors or under carports. 

Attempts to hold larger family gatherings by some households were thwarted since they 

provoked a greater perception of crowding and ensuing stress. 

Space alone was not the determining factor in the capacity to maintain family rituals. Some 

seminal rituals, because of cultural expectation, particularly by children, require finances that 

were beyond the stated capacity of certain households to afford. These cultural rituals, such as 

Christmas or birthdays, became moments of stress within households already stressed from 

crowding. Perhaps the combination of the ever-present stress of crowding, combined with the 

stress of an additional financial and organisational impost, was felt as too great by some 

households. Regardless of the combination of reasons, the inability or choice not to maintain 

these rituals was viewed as detrimental within crowded households and contributed to a sense 

of not having a home. This was more acutely felt by the adult interviewees. However, the 

seeds of alienation take some time to mature. The lack of ritual and the associated development 

of identity and belonging contribute ultimately to loss of foundation. The future, predicated 

on the representation of the past within the present and experienced within the space of place 

(Denham 2003; Farrugia 2014; Prince 2014) becomes a much more risky endeavour. 

Confirmation that space was not the only limiting factor in the performance of ritual was found 

in those families that maintained meaningful rituals despite spatial and financial limitations. 

Families that were able to maintain rituals also displayed a deeper sense of belonging and 

attachment to the family and to an appreciation of the symbolic context of home. Risks, such 

as educational underachievement and frustration at times with crowded living, were observed 

in these families. However, the deep family and home ties developed within small and larger 

family rituals served to mitigate some of the more extreme risks associated with crowding. 

The construction of a firm foundation through these rituals of belonging and attachment, not 

just to family but also to the place of home, provided mitigation of these risks. The social 

boundedness into family and home provides the foundational basis for openness and 

emergence, overcoming some of the limitations imposed by the boundedness of place through 

crowding. My research suggests while there is a certain ambivalence accompanying routine 
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and ritual in mitigating risk of homelessness from crowding, in those households where they 

were practiced, a level of immunisation against risk of homelessness from crowding for young 

people was provided. 

 Additional Space 

In approximately two-thirds of interviews conducted for this research, a KUC studio had been 

installed in the backyards of the main dwelling to accommodate stated issues of crowding. 

The research for this thesis was not intended as an evaluation of KUC studios. However, the 

provision of additional space provided a counterbalance to households that had experienced 

crowding, and had received this resource, compared with those that had not. It also provided 

an opportunity to reflect on the impact space has on the perception of crowding and how 

additional space might mitigate risk of homelessness for young people. All households that 

were interviewed would not have been able to afford the resource provided. A one-bedroom 

studio provided by KUC costs approximately $50,000 while a two-bedroom installation 

requires $60,000. Utility connections and permit fees are included in this cost. 

All families who had received this resource were able to reflect on the difference the additional 

space had made to the experience of crowding. The future possibilities provided to individuals 

and families premised on reflection of past and present experience were also often articulated. 

A certain scepticism exists anecdotally regarding a spatial intervention of this type in resolving 

complex social and relational dynamics. KUC recognises the resource is not appropriate in 

every context. Through a selection process, KUC eliminates applications where the household 

dynamics are deemed too complex to be addressed in this manner. Nevertheless, in the 

households interviewed, complex relational dynamics existed, including mental health, family 

discord and dysfunction and intellectual and behavioural disabilities, all adding to crowding 

stress. 

The provision of additional space clearly had an impact on the relational dynamics within 

every household interviewed. The significance of this impact suggests a close connection 

between the social and spatial relationships experienced in crowded dwellings over time. I 

also maintain, from the research, the perception of crowding, which is constructive of being 

bound socially and spatially, is addressed. The rebalancing of the spatial represented by the 

addition of a physical resource has a consequence of rebalancing the social boundedness, 

which I have argued accompanies the spatial limitations of crowding. The intent of the 
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installation of the resource is to allow the young person who will be inhabiting the studio to 

develop a sense of independence while remaining connected to family and home in the main 

dwelling. This mirrors the argument I have proposed of a necessary social and spatial balance 

between the boundedness, safety and security of home with the capacity of a gradual openness 

and emergence into the wider social and spatial contexts of life. 

The movement from the constriction and boundedness of a crowded space into a space that is 

detached but within reach is symbolic of the greater openness and emergence required to 

embrace the risks of a much wider social and spatial context beyond the boundaries of home. 

Located within the boundaries of the main dwelling, the studio creates a first step in openness 

and emergence, loosening the spatial and social boundedness of the crowded main dwelling. 

This spatial distance reflects the social openness necessary to allow for the development of 

greater independence and identity, while also addressing the more stressful social dynamics 

experienced within the household. It also affords a greater attachment to family and place since 

the negative aspects of being bound are removed and a more balanced sense of openness 

begins to emerge. These positive aspects of spatial and social congruence were observed in 

the recommitment of many of the young people interviewed to education and family bonds. 

In two instances recounted, the studio meant the difference between the ultimate alienation of 

suicide and the ability to see and live a more positive future. The positive social consequences 

of spatial extension were strong preventive elements against the risk of homelessness for the 

young people involved. 

9.5 Definition and Counting 

Since the ABS adopted the new definition of severe overcrowding as homelessness (ABS 

2012a, 2012b) there have been few questions raised, apart from those by Chamberlain and 

MacKenzie (2014), as to its legitimacy (see also D’Abrera 2018). The implementation of the 

statistical definition of homelessness has led to the most rapidly increasing area of 

homelessness being severe overcrowding (see Chapter 2). Crowding may compromise a sense 

of some elements of home. While this may confirm a risk of homelessness, it does not 

necessarily lead to homelessness or suggest that in every instance crowding can be called 

homelessness. In addition, seeking to enumerate such loss of the symbolic elements of home 

from the perception of crowding with a statistical tool is problematic since risk of 

homelessness may be adumbrated over an extended period. The perception of homelessness 
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can also vary at certain times depending on circumstances, vacillating between the sense of 

home (heimlich) and un-home (unheimlich). 

My research suggests a more fine-grained and nuanced approach is required to understand 

crowding and its effects. Use of a stress-based definition of crowding produces markedly 

different data to that of a statistical nature. In some instances, a more severely crowded 

dwelling can present less of a risk of homelessness where other mitigating factors are present 

than those that are less crowded but experience more stress. This is not to say more crowded 

households are free of risk of those elements that may constitute risk of homelessness, but 

rather, these are diminished by other elements within the household. These elements include 

strong routines and rituals, which cement family bonds, closeness of family and a strong sense 

of belonging, identity and attachment. These are difficult elements to measure within a 

statistical definition. Classifying households as homeless because they meet a certain 

statistical definition maybe a way of assessing severely crowded households, but it is not 

necessarily a means of assessing homelessness. Stress-related crowding presents greater risks 

of homelessness, when adequacy and control of space is taken into account, than does an 

objective definition involving household numbers and spatial limitation. 

The longer-term risks associated with crowding for young people have yet to be fully 

understood in an Australian context. Longer-term risks of homelessness from crowding as 

alienation (Colonnello 1999; McCarthy 2018; Somerville 2013) could prove more detrimental 

and economically more costly than crowding measured statistically as homelessness. 

Incongruence between desired space and social possibility can create a sense of being bound 

in place without the possibility of spatial and social openness and emergence. Being spatially 

bound can lead to a loss of sense of home when associated with other antecedents that promote 

a perception of being crowded. When boundedness is the dominant factor, the possibilities of 

openness and emergence dependent on a foundation of identity and belonging become 

compromised. Alternatively, when there is a congruence and balance of the social and spatial 

between being bound, open and emergent, the risk of homeless as alienation is diminished. 

9.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have described how the socio-spatial experiences and practices within 

crowded households can lead to a heightened risk of homelessness for young people. However, 

risk of homelessness does not immediately equate to homelessness. Risk factors can be 
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identified within crowded households. Nevertheless, these factors are dependent on complex 

and interrelated antecedents. From my findings, I suggest crowding can provide a continuum 

of deprivation of these dimensions of home from minimal to extensive. The greater the 

deprivations experienced from the perception of crowding, the more intense the loss of home 

becomes and the greater the risk of homelessness. While certain statistical conditions of 

homelessness were observed in some instances, such as frequent and prolonged exits from 

home and couch surfing, generally the risks were found to be of a much more incipient nature. 

This incipiency provides more of an adumbration than a depiction of homelessness and is 

representative of loss of important and foundational elements of home. That such loss can be 

given statistical representation is difficult to argue since several factors, apart from numerical 

definition, contribute to this loss. A perception of crowding stimulated by social, spatial and 

temporal antecedents can create a sense of being out of place while being in place. Numerical 

density plays a role but is not the only element associated with the perception of crowding nor 

the level of risk provided. Living in crowded conditions can lead to risk homelessness for 

young people when associated with other antecedents representative of the social and spatial. 

However, living in crowded conditions, per se, does not necessarily create risk of 

homelessness. 

I have maintained throughout the thesis the definition of the space of place is represented 

metaphorically and literally by boundedness, openness and emergence. The social experience 

of place is similarly represented by the nature of being bound, open and emergent in time. A 

transactional perspective of home ensures that the spatial, social and temporal elements that 

comprise the totality of system under exploration are integrally related. My findings validate 

this position by showing that the spatial, social and temporal aspects of crowding within the 

place of home have a material effect on the perception of crowding. This effect is represented 

between the poles of boundedness and emergence or between home (heimlich) and un-home 

(unheimlich). When there is a balance between the need for being bound in the security of the 

home and the emergence it affords based on a firm foundational sense of belonging, identity 

and attachment, risk of homelessness is minimised for young people. Home remains familiar 

and secure. However, when spatial and social limitations are experienced over time, the 

perception of crowding is increased and home becomes a place of anxiety and insecurity. The 

sense of being bound socially and spatially can be as result of this consistent temporal 

experience. The frustration, anxiety and stress this boundedness produces can affect the life 

possibilities of young people and reduce the possibilities of foundational development within 
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the context of home. Combinations of spatial limitation and social/emotional discord can 

combine to contribute to a loss of sense of home. While such loss poses a risk to certain 

individuals and households, claiming each circumstance of a certain numerical density 

experiences the same loss, and is therefore homeless, is too blunt an instrument. 

Operationalising this complexity of risk of homelessness within a statistical definition for 

census purposes, given my findings, would appear to be simplifying a complex challenge. It 

provides little possibility of capturing the complex physical and social dimensions of crowding 

that exist within individual dwellings. Crowding as a perception in the primary context of 

home does provide significant risks for those who experience it. Eliminating many households 

who fall under the threshold of a statistical definition does not do justice to either the problem 

of crowding or the statistic of homelessness amplified from severe crowding. Much more 

research is required to explore the nuances of such a complex problem and to suggest ways to 

better manage the challenges presented. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

This chapter summarises the exploration undertaken by this thesis as to how residential 

crowding, as a stress-induced condition and effected by the relationship between the social 

and spatial over time, may lead to risk of homelessness for young people. An assessment is 

then made of how effective this exploration has been in providing answers to the research 

questions, utilising the three key concepts of space, household chaos and routine and ritual. 

Implications of the research for policy and definitions regarding residential crowding are then 

made along with further research implications. A final conclusion is then offered. 

This thesis set out to explore whether there was any connection between residential crowding 

and the risk, if any, it may provide of homelessness for young people. The overall context for 

the exploration was the relationship that exists between the social (household and family) and 

spatial (physical environment) within dwellings that are perceived to be crowded, either by 

the family or by caseworkers involved with the family. The initiative for this exploration came 

from KUC, a not-for-profit organisation engaged in providing a space-based solution to 

families where an identified risk of homelessness had been made. 

The primary question asked was: 

• How can living in perceived crowded conditions lead to homelessness for young 

people? 

A further two questions were asked. These were: 

• What are the socio-spatial experiences and practices of people living in crowded 

households where there is a risk of a young person becoming homeless? 

• How can these social and spatial experiences and practices increase the risk of 

homelessness for young people? 

Guided by these questions, the exploration provides a unique contribution to knowledge 

concerning the significant role of the social and spatial relationship in the perception of 

crowding and the impact that perception has on possible risk of homelessness for young 

people. The research also questions the validity of defining severe overcrowding as 

homelessness using a statistical definition as operationalised by the ABS. The social and 
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spatial practices and experiences explored were understood not just as occurring at a point in 

time but could change and modify dependent on each element within the spatial, social and 

temporal. 

10.1 Analysis 

The research questions were answered through the analysis of semi-structured interviews 

conducted over approximately 12 months with 16 households in metropolitan and regional 

Victoria. The predominant housing type was Government or social rental housing with only 

two being private owner/occupied or rental properties. Several households had received 

additional space through the provision of a KUC one- or two-bedroom studio. One household 

had received a DHHS independent unit, while some used tents and old caravans to alleviate 

crowding. Some households had no additional space beyond the primary dwelling. The semi-

structured interviews became less structured over the course of the data collection phase due 

to employing GTM, which allowed for the emergence of new theories and concepts based on 

the interviews rather than predetermined concepts and theories. This proved beneficial in 

allowing the interviewees a greater voice than any attempt to impose concepts and theories 

from prior knowledge. 

Using social constructionism as the epistemological starting point, my analysis combined the 

socio-spatial context of residence with a transactional perspective of home. This unique 

approach provided a social, spatial and temporal context for the research recognising the 

physical, social and temporal elements involved in the perception of crowding. This approach 

incorporates not just the internal space of the dwelling and the social interactions of the 

household, but also the external neighbourhood, wider community, culture and political and 

global context. While recognising this wider environment, my research concentrated on the 

social within the dwelling and immediate environs. 

The focus on the socio-spatial context of residence and the transactional perspective of home 

was sharpened using Malpas’s (2012) metaphorical and literal understanding of the space of 

place. This metaphorical and literal understanding sees place as delineated space combining 

the elements of boundedness, openness and emergence. The place of home, where crowding 

occurs, not only provides the physical attributes between boundedness and emergence but also 

affects the social attributes between both. When the physical and social attributes of the place 

of home are congruent, the development of the young person moves from the safety of 
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boundedness, involving the development of a strong foundation, to being empowered towards 

openness and emergence. This developmental foundation is understood to provide strength to 

tackle the risks of life. However, when limited space and social discord combine, congruence 

between the spatial and the social is compromised. This compromise can lead to a feeling of 

being trapped and hence too tightly bound, or a desire for emergence without the foundations 

necessary for safety within risk. This lack of congruence between the physical and social over 

time can lead to loss of some symbolic elements of home and a sense being out of place while 

in place. Risk of homelessness can result from such incongruence. 

My use of GTM produced three main concepts that served first, to describe the social and 

spatial experiences and practices of people living in crowded households, and then, to indicate 

how these experiences and practices increase the risk of homelessness for young people. These 

three main concepts are the boundedness of space, the contribution of chaos and how routine 

and ritual affect sense of permanence and identity. 

 The Boundedness of Space 

The social and spatial experiences of interviewees demonstrated a close connection and 

understanding of the relationship between the social and the material. Compromise of the 

space of place through the perception of crowding, quality of the space and the ability of the 

space to provide security and privacy were all highlighted as important. Interviewees clearly 

articulated the relationship they maintained with the physical place of home. When this space 

of place was compromised through the perception of crowding, a sense of home was replaced 

with the sense it had become nothing more than a house. Loss of a sense of identity, a place 

to belong, attachment and security are part of this experience. The foundational elements the 

place of home is understood to provide (Farrugia 2016; O’Connor 2018) are compromised and 

a sense of being bound without the concomitant necessities of openness and emergence 

predominates in this social and spatial interaction. 

Quality of space and the way this space was configured were also found to be important 

contributors to the identifying elements of home, including belonging and attachment. 

Appropriately configured space and space that reflected a sense of ownership and capacity for 

selective privacy, while providing security, were all viewed as important contributors in 

minimising the perception of crowding. Conversely, when the quality of the space of place 

was experienced as inadequate, the perception of crowding and its impact were exacerbated. 
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Inability to personalise one’s place with artefacts representing an expression of self, owing to 

limited space, encouraged a depersonalising of the dwelling. Clutter exacerbated by lack of 

storage and general household chaos were contributing factors in the perception of crowding. 

A depersonalising of the space of place and clutter contribute to a loss of sense of being ‘at 

home’. Additional space, experienced by those households receiving a KUC studio, was 

understood to provide the capacity for privacy, development of identity, sense of belonging 

and attachment that was often lacking in crowded households. Additional space also provided 

young people the privacy and quiet required for educational achievement, an important 

element in the development of greater security in life and prevention of possible future 

homelessness due to limited ability to enter mainstream social expectations, such as 

employment and independent housing. 

 Contribution of Chaos 

The second significant contributor found to risk of homelessness within the practices and 

experiences of crowded households was household chaos. Household chaos is not distinct 

from the physical limitation of the space of place and can be both a reflection of, and 

contributor to, the perception of crowding. Households that experienced an incursion of 

additional numbers, a scenario seemingly becoming more common from the cases interviewed 

or reviewed within the KUC database, suffered disruption across physical, social and 

emotional dimensions. Stress in adults and young people resulted in frustration and a sense of 

life out of control. A visceral experience of inability to breathe and of drowning were 

expressions used to describe this chaos of crowding. This embodied experience was not 

limited to households that had experienced a sudden addition of numbers but was part of the 

more general experience of crowding for several households interviewed. Disturbed sleep 

patterns due to shared bedrooms with multiple siblings or with disruptive siblings contributed 

to household chaos. Such chaos led to stress and frustration in crowded households and, in 

two cases, suicide ideation. The impact and consequence of the experiences of chaos can be 

one of alienation and rootlessness (unheimlich, Heimatlosikeit), a clear deprivation of the 

elements that are constructive of home (Colonnello 1999; McCarthy 2018). Evidence of such 

alienation and rootlessness were found in interviews where young people expressed a desire 

to leave home prematurely, were already experiencing homelessness in the form of couch 

surfing, had left home to no identified destination and had expressed a sense of loss of home 

or suicide ideation. Household chaos experienced spatially and socially over time was both a 
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contributor to, and result of, crowding. It was also a potent indicator of the risk of 

homelessness inherent in crowded households. 

 Routine and Ritual 

The third important concept describing the practices and experiences of crowded households 

and the impact or mitigation of risk of homelessness for young people was that of routine and 

ritual. An initial presumption was that routine and ritual would provide ameliorating 

circumstances. The reason for this presumption was that most literature suggested routine and 

ritual were confirming of identity, belonging and security within the family or home (Fiese et 

al. 2002; O’Connor 2018). However, a more compromised position was expressed by those 

interviewed. 

I found when routine or ritual were confirming of impermanence and were inadequate to the 

social expectations of the household owing to crowding, risk of homelessness was increased. 

Such simple routines as mealtimes or sleeping arrangements would signify not a sense of 

belonging, identity and permanence but reflect the opposite. In some households, the routines 

and rituals practiced certainly ameliorated risk of homelessness. This was found to be the case 

in the most crowded households interviewed. Family routines and rituals confirmed family 

identity, sense of belonging and attachment not just to the family but also to the physical 

dwelling. In other cases where routine and ritual were compromised because of lack of space 

and resources, including financial, the constant repetition of family routine and ritual served 

to underline the absence of some dimensions of home, such as permanence or identity. At the 

same time, some interviews indicated it is possible to create and maintain routine and ritual 

even in the most crowded of circumstances and mitigate the more damaging effects of 

crowding. The capacity to maintain such protective factors is specific to each household and 

serves to underscore the argument that the perception of crowding is dependent on 

environmental, social and personal factors. Regardless of the number of people within the 

household, the provision of additional space through a KUC studio was noted as improving 

the cohesion of the household and providing an improved sense of belonging, identity and 

attachment within the family. Family routine and ritual were able to be practiced with less 

stress and provided amelioration of, rather than exacerbation to, risk of homelessness for 

young people. 
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 Crowding, Homelessness and Policy 

Homelessness in this thesis is not to be understood as a simple distinction between being 

housed or roofless but incorporates deprivation across several dimensions, including the 

physiological, ontological, emotional, territorial and spiritual (Marquardt 2016; McCarthy 

2018; Robinson, C 2008; Somerville 2013). I understand these deprivations not as binary 

opposites but as indicators of vacillation between feeling ‘at home’ or not ‘at home’ 

(McCarthy 2018). While it is possible to identify such circumstances in the narratives from 

the interviews conducted for this research, claiming the identification of these as homelessness 

is more problematic. This is not to deny that in exploring the narratives of households that had 

been perceived to be crowded, either by themselves and/or by caseworkers involved with the 

households, I found the impact crowding can have in exacerbating a sense of being out of 

place is significant.  

The ABS definition of severe overcrowding as homelessness at a statistical level fails to take 

account of either the nuances or impact of the perception of crowding. The ABS (2012b), in 

introducing severe overcrowding as homelessness, made no distinction between risk of 

homelessness and homelessness. Only one household interviewed for this research had 

satisfied the statistical definition of homelessness. Statistically, according to the ABS (2012b), 

it is possible to be homeless within a dwelling given a certain number of occupants and spatial 

need. However, risk of homelessness from the perception of crowding can be experienced in 

less densely populated dwellings due to the antecedents explored in this research. Thus, risk 

and actual circumstance, that of crowding, can be experienced conjointlyDeclaring the 

condition of severe overcrowding as homelessness fails to appreciate the complexity involved 

in both crowding and homelessness. Crowding may well provide a risk of homelessness, but 

it is not ipso facto homelessness. Moving from one circumstance of density to another to 

declare the second as homeless owing to greater density, without empirical evidence, 

demonstrates a failure by the ABS to fully understand the complexity of crowding and its 

effects. Overcrowding does provide the possibility of the deprivations of home when coupled 

with other antecedents. The contribution to knowledge this thesis makes is overcrowding per 

se does not necessarily mean homelessness. Crowding can be a contributor towards risk of 

homelessness owing to the deprivations of home to which it contributes. Depending on the 

severity of such deprivations, the consequences may be minimal for a young person, or can be 

lifelong and affect social, emotional and physical life experiences. 



232 

This thesis makes the claim that defining severe overcrowding as homelessness using a 

statistical definition is neither an accurate representation of homelessness nor of crowding. 

The perception of being crowded goes beyond the statistical and involves environmental, 

social and personal antecedents. The perception of crowding as negative can present 

significant social challenges to those who experience it. Defining crowding statistically as 

homelessness without understanding the complexity and nuance involved in each 

circumstance is neither an effective expression of the problem and possible solutions, nor an 

accurate representation of homelessness. Implications for definitional and policy development 

would suggest the definition used by the ABS remains flawed. Operationalising such a 

definition, in attempting to ascertain who can be counted as homeless from crowding, is 

compromised, given that personal, environmental and social factors all play a part. More 

extensive research is required to explore the effects of crowding for young people over their 

life cycle and how risk may be mitigated. 

 Contribution to Knowledge 

The exploration of crowding and risk of homelessness this poses for young people has 

provided new empirical data that question some of the taken-for-granted assumptions 

regarding crowding and risk of homelessness for young people. The exploration provides new 

insight, from analysis of the empirical data, into the impact crowding can have, not just on 

young people but also on households. I have found the consideration of the social, spatial and 

temporal nature of residence provides a richer and more expansive context for understanding 

crowding and its effects on young people. My exploration also suggests the space of place is 

not immutable but is spatially, socially and temporally conditioned. Experience of an 

incongruence or imbalance between being bound socially and physically over time from 

crowding provides a continuum of risk of homelessness. 

Concepts identified from my analysis of the interview data included chaos, routine and ritual 

and stigma. Household chaos has been associated with crowding in the literature. However, 

the chaos caused by additional numbers of people entering the household suddenly, which I 

described as incursion, had an immediate and detrimental effect on the perception of crowding 

and the function of the household. These were all shown to carry negative connotations for 

risk of homelessness for young people. Routine and ritual, most commonly associated with 

security, identity and sense of belonging, was also found to underscore insecurity and a sense 

of temporality when spatial limitation dictated routines and rituals of impermanence. The 
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stigma associated with crowding, particularly in social and community housing, was a unique 

finding and requires further exploration beyond this research. 

Finally, my research questions the assumption that severe overcrowding, as defined by the 

ABS, can automatically be taken as homelessness. That crowding is a problem, which requires 

redress to minimise risk, particularly for young people, has been made clear throughout the 

thesis. The need to confront this disconnect, as revealed in this research, between crowding 

and homelessness measured statistically, remains an ongoing task for policymakers and further 

research. 

 Further Research 

As noted in previous chapters, very little work has been undertaken in Australia, apart from 

Indigenous Australian research, on crowding and its impact. This thesis should be the 

beginning of a journey that investigates in greater depth types of crowding within an 

Australian context and its effects on people experiencing crowding. Anecdotal evidence 

suggests migration into Australia of different cultural groups in recent years, student share 

houses, children remaining at home for a longer period because of affordability issues and kith 

and kin obligation all may involve crowding and its effects. Longer-term consequences of 

crowding left unaddressed for all age groups and the benefit of space-based interventions, such 

as that provided by KUC, could all be examined. The limitation of the statistical definition of 

severe overcrowding used by the ABS identified as homelessness also requires further 

examination and deeper interrogation. Exploration of any of these areas would provide a 

multidimensional approach in understanding crowding and its affects in an Australian context. 

The research, while concentrating on an Australian context, also has implications for the 

international studies concerned with crowding. Many western countries have adopted an 

objective definition of crowding as detailed in this thesis in the literature review of crowding. 

Such definitions do not do justice to the complexity of the circumstances of crowding, nor to 

the antecedents which contribute to the perception of crowding. While acknowledging cultural 

differences, even in Western countries, a research approach taking into account the 

environmental, social and personal antecedents to crowding would undoubtedly yield a more 

nuanced understanding, and the risks inherent, in the experience of crowding. 
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10.2 Final Conclusion 

I have understood crowding as being socially and culturally contextual and dependent on 

several antecedent factors, which include the physical, social and personal. The research 

highlights how complex this association remains. Factors that may affect risk of homelessness 

within crowded households are recognised beyond the scope of this research and may include 

further structural and agentive elements. Accepting the definition of ‘synchronic emergence’ 

(Elder-Vass 2010) assists in understanding no two social circumstances are identical. While 

crowded households may share similar circumstances, the level of risk can vary markedly 

from one to the other. What this research has shown is crowding has a validity and an impact 

for those who experience it. The impact of crowding has been validated by those who were 

generous enough to offer their time and personal experiences for this research. The practices 

and experiences of crowding enunciated over time are both socially and spatially contextual. 

Compromise of the space of the place of home from crowding, which has social, physical and 

personal antecedents, can create the possibility of absence of the dimensions of home that are 

necessary for development of identity, security and belonging. 

The absence of the dimensions of home can lead to a sense of loss of home or one of being 

‘home-less’. The journey for young people from one place to the next physically and socially 

can, according to this research, be compromised by this loss of dimensions of home. However, 

to nominate crowding as homelessness from a statistical definition does not adequately reflect 

the continuum between home and homelessness, the antecedents necessary for the perception 

of crowding nor the complexity of its effects for young people. 
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Appendix 
 
From: Astrid Nordmann   
Sent: Tuesday, 12 September 2017 11:18 AM  
To: Angela Spinney <aspinney@swin.edu.au>  
Cc: RES Ethics <resethics@swin.edu.au>; 'Paul Stolz' <Paul.Stolz@kuc.org.au>  
Subject: SHR Project 2017/175 - Ethics clearance 
 
To: Dr Angela Spinney, FHAD 
 
Dear Angela, 
 
SHR Project 2017/175 – Crowding, Risk and Homelessness:  a case study in socio-spatial relations 
Dr Angela Spinney, Mr Paul Stolz (Student) - FHAD 
Approved duration: 12-09-2017 to 12-02-2019 [adjusted] 
           
I refer to the ethical review of the above project protocol by Swinburne's Human Research Ethics  
Committee (SUHREC). Your response to the review, as emailed today, accords with the Committee  
review. 
 
I am pleased to advise that, as submitted to date, the project may proceed in line with standard on- 
going ethics clearance conditions outlined below. 
  
-          The approved duration is 12 September 2017 to 12 February 2019 unless an extension 
request is  
subsequently approved. 
 
-          All human research activity undertaken under Swinburne auspices must conform to 
Swinburne and  
external regulatory standards, including the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human  
Research and with respect to secure data use, retention and disposal. 
 
-          The named Swinburne Chief Investigator/Supervisor remains responsible for any personnel  
appointed to or associated with the project being made aware of ethics clearance conditions,  
including research and consent procedures or instruments approved. Any change in chief  
investigator/supervisor, and addition or removal of other personnel/students from the project,  
requires timely notification and SUHREC endorsement. 
  
-          The above project has been approved as submitted for ethical review by or on behalf of 
SUHREC.  
Amendments to approved procedures or instruments ordinarily require prior ethical  
appraisal/clearance. SUHREC must be notified immediately or as soon as possible thereafter of (a)  
any serious or unexpected adverse effects on participants and any redress measures; (b) proposed  
changes in protocols; and (c) unforeseen events which might affect continued ethical acceptability  
of the project. 
 
-          At a minimum, an annual report on the progress of the project is required as well as at the  
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conclusion (or abandonment) of the project. Information on project monitoring and  
variations/additions, self-audits and progress reports can be found on the Research Ethics Internet  
pages. 
-          A duly authorised external or internal audit of the project may be undertaken at any time. 
  
Please contact the Research Ethics Office if you have any queries about on-going ethics clearance, 
citing  
the Swinburne project number. A copy of this email should be retained as part of project record- 
keeping. 
  
Best wishes for the project. 
  
Yours sincerely 
 
Astrid Nordmann 
Secretary, SUHREC 
 
  
Dr Astrid Nordmann | Research Ethics Coordinator  
Swinburne Research| Swinburne University of Technology   
Ph +61 3 9214 3845| anordmann@swin.edu.au 
Level 1, Swinburne Place South 
24 Wakefield St, Hawthorn VIC 3122, Australia 
www.swinburne.edu.au  
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Sent: Tuesday, 2 April 2019 8:50 AM 
To: Angela Spinney <aspinney@swin.edu.au> 
Cc: RES Ethics <resethics@swin.edu.au> 
Subject: Acknowledgement of Report for SUHREC Project - 2017/175 
Dear Angela, 
 
Re: End of Student Involvement Report for the project 2017/175 
'Crowding, Risk and Homelessness; a case study in socio-spatial relations' (Report Date: 02-04-2019) 
The End of Student Involvement report for the above project has been processed and satisfies the reporting 
requirements set under the terms of ethics clearance. 
 
Thank you for your attention to this matter. 
 
Regards 
Research Ethics Team 
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Swinburne University of Technology 
PO Box 218 
HAWTHORN VIC 3122 
Tel: 03 9214 3845 
Fax: 03 9214 5267 
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Attachment 1 
Interview script for semi structured interview. 

NB: These topics are areas for discussion and are to be seen as framing topics to the 

interview rather that set questions that could be misrepresented as a survey. 

 

1. Thanks to the participant for participating 
2. Clear intro of who I am 
3. Where study has come from 
4. Possibility of opting out at any stage of the interview 
5. No identifying  information will be attached to the information 
6. If you feel uncomfortable with a question you should say so or choose not to answer 
7. Any issues this might raise for you can be referred to your case worker if necessary 
8. Principally interested in how you  perceive your house in relation to what you think 

your needs are and whether they are met by current house/dwelling 

Guiding Topics 

1. Experiences of the interviewee within the household and dwelling, particularly 
regarding physical and mental wellbeing, family cohesion, educational progress and 
future aspiration. This could include experiences such as: 

a. Social relations within the household and external to the household 
b. Physical and mental wellbeing 
c. Sense of attachment to dwelling/family/neighbourhood 
d. Security 
e. Privacy  
f. Physical amenity of the dwelling. 
g. Study spaces and habits  
h. Educational engagement 
i. Future possibilities 
j. Sense of belonging or longing 
k. Other 
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