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Abstract

Despite sustained policy attention and significant public investment in repeatedly introducing new
homelessness strategies, homelessness in Australia remains a persistent and structurally embedded
social issue. Over the past decade, governments have repeatedly attempted to ‘re-engineer’ in
response to perceived system failure. Yet these reforms have frequently failed to deliver durable
improvements in outcomes, system integration, or prevention. A recurring pattern within the Australian

homelessness service system is the tendency to “reinvent the wheel” when performance falters, rather
than systematically strengthening, scaling, or adapting elements of the system that are demonstrably

effective. This issue paper examines why this pattern persists.

Drawing primarily on Australian research, supported by broader international literature, this paper
analyses four interrelated drivers: i) the absence of genuine systems thinkers and systems engineers in
homelessness reform, ii) psychological factors such as ego, recognition, and incentives for novelty, iii)
fear and risk aversion that inhibit meaningful changes to ways of working, and iv) the substantial
financial, social, and human costs of needless re-engineering or policy inaction.

This paper argues that system reform in Australia has too often focused on structural and programmatic
change rather than system performance, learning and adaptation. The paper concludes with a series of
considerations and a practical roadmap for systemic transformation, including the need to deliberately
build systems-thinking capability through learning and development across policy, commissioning, and
service delivery environments




Introduction

Homelessness in Australia remains a systemic social and policy challenge. Although rates of
homelessness fluctuated slightly between the 2016 and 2021 Censuses, the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) estimated that more than 122,000 people were experiencing homelessness on Census
night in 2021, with significant undercounting widely acknowledged (ABS, 2023). On any given night, tens
of thousands of Australians rely on crisis accommodation, temporary housing, or informal
arrangements that fall outside stable housing definitions.

The primary response to homelessness in Australia is delivered through the Specialist Homelessness
Services (SHS) system, a network of government funded non-profit organisations providing crisis,
transitional, and support services. In 2022-23, SHS agencies supported over 300,000 people, many with
complex and intersecting needs including family violence, mental health, disability, and substance use
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2023). Despite the scale of this response, demand
consistently exceeds capacity, and outcomes vary widely across jurisdictions and population cohorts.

Over the past decade, homelessness policy has been characterised by frequent reform. State and
territory governments have introduced new homelessness strategies, place-based initiatives,
commissioning frameworks, outcomes measurement tools, and governance arrangements, often with
strong rhetorical commitments to innovation, integration, and prevention (Pawson et al., 2020). Yet
multiple reviews have found that these reforms have not fundamentally altered system performance or
reduced homelessness at scale (Productivity Commission, 2018; Australian Centre for Social Innovation,
Swinburne University of Technology, & Mission Australia, 2016).

A striking feature of the homelessness reform cycle is the tendency to introduce new programs or
structures rather than systematically examining what is already working within the existing system.
Effective practices such as Housing First principles, assertive outreach, and integrated support models
are frequently piloted, rebranded, or re-introduced under new policy frameworks rather than
embedded and scaled sustainably (Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute [AHURI], 2020).
This raises a critical question:

‘Why, when homelessness responses are not delivering the outcomes intended, does the system so often
default to reinvention, or in some cases inaction, rather than deliberate, incremental improvement grounded
in learning and system performance?’

Homelessness as a complex system

The ‘system nature’ of homelessness

Homelessness is not a discrete service problem but the outcome of interacting structural, institutional,
and individual factors. Research consistently demonstrates that homelessness arises from the interplay
of housing market dynamics, income inadequacy, family and domestic violence, health and mental
health systems, justice involvement, and child protection pathways (AHURI, 2020; Pawson et al., 2020).
Systems theory conceptualises homelessness services as a complex adaptive system, characterised by
multiple interacting actors, feedback loops, time delays, and non-linear outcomes (Meadows, 2008;




Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2017). In such systems,
interventions rarely produce simple cause-and-effect relationships. Instead, changes in one part of the
system can generate unintended consequences elsewhere, often with significant time lags.

Australian homelessness research has repeatedly highlighted these dynamics. For example, tightening
access criteria for crisis accommodation can increase rough sleeping, while increased investment in
short-term responses without corresponding housing supply can exacerbate service blockages and
lengthen periods of homelessness (Australian Centre for Social Innovation, Swinburne University of
Technology, & Mission Australia, 2016). These patterns reflect system behaviour rather than individual
service failure.

Implications for reform
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This mismatch between problem complexity and reform approach creates fertile ground for repeated
reinvention. When reforms fail to deliver expected outcomes, policymakers may conclude that the
model itself is flawed rather than recognising system constraints related to workforce capacity,
commissioning settings, data flows or risk incentives. The result is a cycle of redesign that consumes
time, resources, and political attention, while leaving core system drivers largely intact and limiting the
system’s capacity to learn and improve over time.

The lack of genuine systems thinkers and systems engineers

Systems capability gaps in homelessness policy

One of the most significant drivers of reinvention in the homelessness service system is the limited
presence and influence of genuine systems thinkers and systems engineers in policy design and reform
processes. Systems thinkers are trained to analyse interdependencies, feedback loops, and leverage
points within complex systems, while systems engineers apply structured methodologies to optimise
system performance before redesigning components (Meadows, 2008).

In Australia, policy and reform are typically led by generalist public servants, consultants, and program
managers whose expertise lies in governance, procurement, or stakeholder management rather than
systems analysis (Carey et al., 2015). While these skills are essential, they are insufficient for diagnosing
systemic failure in a complex adaptive system. The Productivity Commission (2018) found that many
human service reforms lacked a coherent theory of change and failed to articulate how new
arrangements would improve system performance. Homelessness reforms often focus on reorganising




services rather than addressing system throughput, funding incentives, workforce capacity, or housing
supply constraints (Pawson et al., 2020).
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The absence of systems expertise leads to
predictable reform errors. Problems are
framed narrowly, symptoms are mistaken for
causes, and interventions target visible
components rather than underlying dynamics.

For example, poor client outcomes may be
attributed to service quality rather than system
congestion caused by housing shortages or
inflexible funding models (Australian Centre
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As a result, reforms may dismantle or destabilise effective practices while leaving fundamental
constraints intact. This dynamic reinforces the perception that “nothing works,” legitimising further
reinvention rather than deeper system analysis.

International evidence supports this analysis. In the United States, homelessness reforms have
repeatedly introduced new frameworks without addressing structural system drivers, resulting in
limited long-term impact (Shinn & Khadduri, 2020). These parallels suggest that the challenge is not
uniquely Australian, but reflects a broader pattern in how complex social systems are governed and
reformed.

Psychological drivers: Ego, recognition, and the preference for novelty

Behavioural biases in public sector reform

Reform decisions are shaped by human psychology as much as by evidence. Behavioural economics
demonstrates that individuals and institutions are biased toward actions that are visible, novel, and
attributable to specific actors (Watson, 2011). In public systems, new initiatives signal decisiveness and
leadership, even when their effectiveness is uncertain or unproven.

Launching new programs or strategies offers opportunities for governments and organisations to claim
innovation and ownership. In contrast, improving existing systems is incremental, complex, and difficult
to attribute, making it less attractive in political and organisational terms (OECD, 2017; Mulgan, 2018).

Ego, legacy, and reform narratives

Contemporary reform narratives often privilege models of Heroic leadership and are traditionally
characterised by the elevation of individual leaders who are seen as saviours or visionaries, often acting
decisively and taking risks to achieve organisational goals (Linhardt et al., 2023). However, this model is
fraught with ethical ambiguities, with Linhardt et al. (2023) also noting that heroic leadership can be
both morally loaded and morally neutral, with the potential for leaders to pursue self-sacrificing actions
for the greater good or, conversely, to advance personal or group interests at the expense of others.




The presence of ego in leadership; manifested
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as narcissism, self-interest, or a desire for
recognition, can distort the balance between
serving the collective and building a personal
legacy (O'Reilly Ill & Hua, 2024).

In homelessness policy, this can manifest as
new strategies, pilot programs, or structural
reforms that displace existing approaches
rather than building on them. Australian
homelessness research has observed that
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stability and learning (Pawson et al., 2020). Each
new reform cycle risks discarding institutional
memory and eroding trust between government and service providers, reinforcing a cycle of
reinvention that limits the system’s capacity to improve over time.

Fear, risk aversion, and resistance to changing ways of working

Risk aversion in the homelessness sector

Paradoxically, while homelessness systems are frequently restructured, frontline practice often remains
unchanged. Government-funded non-profits operate under short-term contracts, strict compliance
regimes, and performance reporting
requirements that discourage experimentation
and honest reflection (Centre for Policy ; ¥

Development, 2023). Organisations may N

continue with ineffective practices because
challenging system design or funding
arrangements carries significant risk. At the
same time, governments may avoid addressing
structural drivers such as housing supply or
workforce conditions because these require
long-term investment and political commitment
(Productivity Commission, 2018).
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Institutional inertia and path dependency

Institutional theory explains how systems

become locked into particular ways of working over time, even when evidence of failure accumulates
(Pierson, 2000; Harris, 2025). Legacy funding arrangements, service boundaries, and historical roles
create strong path dependencies, and while systems are reorganised, core incentives and constraints
remain unchanged, producing the appearance of action without substantive improvement (Rutter et al.,
2012).




The cost of needless re-engineering and the cost of inaction

Financial costs

Reinventing homelessness services is expensive. New initiatives require procurement, workforce
training, IT systems, and evaluation, often
duplicating existing infrastructure (OECD, 2017).
The Productivity Commission (2018) estimated : . i
that inefficiencies arising from fragmentation '
across human services impose significant costs
on governments. Repeated cycles of redesign
consume public resources that could otherwise
be directed toward strengthening system
performance, scaling effective practice, or
addressing structural constraints such as housing

supply. HIGH FINANCIAL COSTS
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Human and social costs

Beyond financial waste, repeated reform disrupts service continuity, undermines workforce morale, and
erodes trust among people experiencing homelessness and the organisations that support them
(Australian Centre for Social Innovation, Swinburne University of Technology, & Mission Australia, 2016).
Frequent changes to models, funding arrangements and reporting requirements contribute to burnout
and reduce the sector’s capacity to retain knowledge and learn over time.

The cost of inaction is equally significant. Failure to address systemic barriers results in prolonged
homelessness, increased health and justice system involvement, and intergenerational disadvantage
(Shinn & Khadduri, 2020). Together, needless re-engineering and policy inertia reinforce a cycle of
escalating social and fiscal cost without commensurate improvement in outcomes.




Considerations and roadmap for systemic transformation

Considerations

1. Reframe homelessness as a system performance problem, not a service delivery problem.
2. Embed systems thinking and systems engineering expertise in homelessness policy.

3. Shiftincentives from novelty to learning and improvement.

4. Investin systems-thinking capability through learning and development.

A practical ‘Roadmap for Systemic Transformation’

Step 1: Define the system problem clearly
Use system-level data and lived experience to distinguish symptoms from root causes

Step 2: Identify and protect what works
Map effective practices and ensure reforms do not dismantle them

Step 3: Engage the sector as system partners
Move from consultation to shared system stewardship

Step 4: Apply systems engineering methods
Test changes incrementally rather than through wholesale redesign

Step 5: Strengthen governance for learning
Reward evidence use, continuity, and collaboration

Step 6: Build systems thinkers through learning and development
Embed systems thinking education across government and the homelessness sector.

L A ROADMAP For SYSTEMIC TRANSFORMATION l
Complex @) Systems Psychological ' Fear &
Interactions Thinking Drivers Risk Aversion

~————————  Understand the Problem as a System Issue

1. Define the 2. ldentify & 3. Engage the 4., Apply Systems 5. Strengthen 6. Build Systems
System Problem Protect What Sector as Engineering Methods Governance Thinking Capability
Clearly Works System Partners . for Learning <

: sl
| Analyse Data & * Map Effective Collaborate & | Test & Iterate Embed Evidence »\ Train & Develop

Lived Experience \ Practices ¥ ‘1 » Co- Des:gn P Solutions » & Accountabilit: Leaders
@ | ——— ‘ k— ‘%f
@ = ’{j |:0~ ©
— —— Focus on Sustainable Outcomes

— ) =

Reduced Homelessness Improved Service Integration Efficient Use of Resources

Learn, Adapt, Improve




References
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2023). Estimating homelessness: Census of population and housing. ABS.

Australian Centre for Social Innovation, Swinburne University of Technology, & Mission Australia.
(2016). The cost of youth homelessness in Australia study: The Australian youth homelessness
experience, snapshot report 1. Melbourne, VIC: Swinburne University of Technology. Australian
Housing and Urban Research Institute. (2020). Final report no. 347: Ending homelessness in
Australia: A redesigned homelessness service system. AHURI. Australian Institute of Health and
Welfare. (2023). Specialist homelessness services annual report. AIHW.

Carey, G., Malbon, E., Carey, N., Joyce, A., Crammond, B., & Carey, A. (2015). Systems science and
systems thinking for public health: A systematic review of the field. BMJ Open, 5(12), e€009002.

Centre for Policy Development, Brotherhood of St Laurence, & University of Melbourne. (2023).
Submission to the Inquiry into Workforce Australia Employment Services. House of Representatives
Select Committee on Workforce Australia Employment Services. Harris, . L. (2025). The paradox
of ‘on-path’ development: What are the structure-agency dynamics of avoiding negative lock-in?
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society. Advance online publication.

Linhardt, R. M., Nandi, S., & Watts, L. L. (2023). Ethics and heroic leadership: Paradoxes and implications.
In Encyclopedia of heroism studies. Springer. Meadows, D. H. (2008). Thinking in systems: A primer.
Chelsea Green Publishing.

Mulgan, G. (2019). Social innovation: How societies find the power to change. Policy Press.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2017). Fostering innovation in the public
sector. OECD Publishing.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2017). Systems approaches to public sector
challenges: Working with change. OECD Publishing. O’Reilly lll, C. A., Doerr, B., & Hua, A. (2024).
Toxic cultures: How narcissistic leaders undermine psychological safety. Current Psychology, 43,

34778-34791.

Pawson, H., Milligan, V., & Yates, J. (2020). Housing policy in Australia. Palgrave.

Pierson, P. (2000). Increasing returns, path dependence, and the study of politics. American Political
Science Review, 94(2), 251-267.

Productivity Commission. (2018). Introducing competition and informed user choice into human services:
Reforms to human services. Australian Government Productivity Commission.

Rutter, J., Marshall, E., & Sims, S. (2012). The “S” factors: Lessons from IfG’s policy success reunions. Institute
for Government.

Shinn, M., & Khadduri, . (2020). In the midst of plenty. Wiley.

Watson, K. (2011). [Review of the book Thinking, fast and slow, by D. Kahneman). The Canadian Journal of
Program Evaluation, 26(2), 111-113. D. Kahneman. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York, NY.




