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Background

Why we developed this resource

In 2023 and 2024, the Centre for Innovative Justice (CIJ) partnered with Melbourne City Mission (MCM)
and an advisory group of young people with lived (and living) experience of family violence and
homelessness to conduct the Unsafe & Unseen: spotlighting the experiences of unaccompanied children
and young people research project.

The research found that young people who have experienced family violence — but who present to the
service system without a protective parent — encounter a system that is simply not designed to support
them.

The research identified low levels of confidence and understanding across key services in how to work
appropriately and effectively with young people. Similarly, the research encountered a variety of
assumptions underpinning how services are designed or operate that don't reflect the reality for many
young people who present unaccompanied.

While certain services play a key role in responding appropriately, unaccompanied young people can
present in a range of service settings and will often need to interact with a wide variety of services,
agencies and parts of the system to have their needs met.

For this reason, all practitioners working across the service system should have — at minimum — a base
level understanding of young people’s needs and the barriers that they often encounter when seeking
safety and shelter without a protective parent or adult.

Written from the perspective of young people with these experiences, this resource has been developed
because we'd like you to know how to remove those barriers and help us work towards a life where we
can be safe and thrive.




Who this resource is for

This resource is for any practitioners and professionals encountering young people with interrelated
experiences of family violence and homelessness, and who have presented to services without a
protective parent or adult.

We know that some of you have a pretty good understanding of how you can best support us, but there
could still be some insights in this resource that can further inform your practice.

For those less confident in how to support us, we hope that this resource offers a foundation from which
to develop your practice and support unaccompanied young people — doing so in family violence risk
informed, trauma based and developmentally appropriate ways.

Below is a (non-comprehensive) list of service settings that came up in the research as having a role to
play in supporting us:

» Family violence services » Lawyers

» Housing and homelessness services  Hospitals

» Mental health services e Centrelink

e Schools « Phone-based mental health and
e Child Protection family violence services

e Police e Doctors

How we developed this resource

This resource was informed, first and foremost, by the voices and experiences of young people with lived
(and living) experience of family violence and homelessness.

The CIJ completed 17 interviews with young people being supported through MCM, as well as analysing
10 case studies developed by MCM practitioners which illustrated the needs and experiences of young
people who faced barriers to participating in an interview.

This was complemented by 23 focus groups with practitioners working across a range of service settings
to understand how they are currently working with unaccompanied young people, and any challenges
when doing so.

Finally, the research findings and the contents of this Practice Resource were co-developed with the
project’s Lived (and Living) Experience Advisers to make sure that it reflects the priorities of young people.

Input was also sought from a Practice Advisory Group of key services and peak bodies to ensure that
whatever we developed would be useful to the relevant services and sectors and could actively inform
practice improvement.



How you can use this resource

This resource is divided into the following two sections, designed to support your practice:

« What we'd like you to know about our needs, goals and experiences — This section is all about myth-
busting and helping you to challenge the assumptions on which the current service response is based.

« Principles for working with unaccompanied young people — This section translates those lessons into
actual changes to your practice that you can implement. To help you, we've provided examples of
things that you might be able to incorporate into your practice at an individual and program level.
We've also included some broader actions which you can implement at an organisational or cross-
organisational level through partnerships and service networks.

It's extremely important to us that this practice resource doesn't just sit on a shelf. It takes a lot for young
people to talk about our experiences, but we do it because we want to see change and because we don't
want other young people to go through what we have.

Please think about how you can genuinely incorporate the lessons and practices in this resource into your
work, whether that involves direct support, program management, service design or policy development.
Come back to it when you need to; share it with your colleagues; reflect critically on what it says; and,
most of all, don't let it gather dust.




What we’d like you to know
about our needs, goals and
experiences

This section is designed to help you think critically

about some of the assumptions which might

underpin your practice, or even the design of the services and systems within which you work.
These assumptions often prevent services from achieving better outcomes for unaccompanied
young people and, too often, actively cause harm.

Some of us don’'t have a protective adult in our lives and have been responsible for our own safety,
and sometimes that of other people, for a long time. This means that we have had to sit with a lot of
risk and haven't always had the opportunity to have the same ‘normal’ adolescent experiences as other
young people.

Many of us have presented to services while experiencing immediate or imminent family violence risk
and have survived experiences of severe physical and sexual abuse, financial coercion, psychological
manipulation and gaslighting. Our experiences include being sexually assaulted by our family
members; being emotionally abused by male, female and non-binary intimate partners; being forced to
attend conversion therapy; having our NDIS entitlements stolen by our parents; being forcibly injected
by intimate partners; and being repeatedly told that our memories and experiences are false.

For those of us whose experiences don't fit the normative family violence narrative of intimate partner
violence in a heterosexual relationship, the barriers to receiving support can be high. Some of us have
experienced violence from parents, siblings and grandparents, and have had our experiences of
violence dismissed or ignored by the service system. As a result, we are sometimes left holding the
burden of our own safety and are forced to advocate for ourselves relentlessly. This can be
exhausting.

Because we have not been supported or taken seriously in the past, we might need to know that you're a
safe person before we feel comfortable talking about our experiences of violence. Once we're
comfortable, we really benefit from the opportunity to learn from you about what family violence
behaviours are, and how we can make sense of our own experiences as victim survivors.




Young people need to feel believed and listened to ...

We need you to hear us and validate our experiences so that we can feel safe working with you. This
includes in circumstances where we tell our stories in non-linear ways, or when we're confused or
distressed.

... and we want you to treat us with compassion and
kindness
Young people deserve the same support from the service system as adults do.

When you work with us in a way that is grounded in empathy and care, this
helps us to feel safe.

Family violence doesn’t only impact certain ‘types’ of young people

Young victim survivors of family violence are not a homogenous group — we come from a wide range of
different families, communities, cultures and language backgrounds and we live in different places. We
have different genders and sexualities, as well as different presenting needs.

Young people don’t always have the capacity to navigate complex systems
(and shouldn’t need to) ...

The service system can be overwhelming and alienating, even for adults. As unaccompanied young
people, we're often expected to navigate the adult service system alone and this lack of support can leave
us feeling stressed, scared and confused. When practitioners help us to navigate and coordinate the
services we're engaging with, we feel safer and better supported.

... and we can’t always have our needs met in one place

Particularly when we have a range of intersecting support needs, we might need to engage with a variety
of different services and supports, sometimes at the same time. This can be overwhelming, so anything
that you can do to scaffold our engagement with services can help. This can include sharing information;
helping us to think about how to sequence interventions; and helping us to get to appointments.




While we may not present with a protective parent, we might seek support alongside other important
people in our lives. Some of us have children of our own, or present with a partner or as part of a sibling
group. Just like you would prioritise keeping families together when adult victim survivors present for
support, it is equally crucial that we are supported to remain with our family unit when we seek shelter
and safety if that's what we want.

Safe housing is about more than just somewhere to sleep - we need to be connected with housing options
that are developmentally appropriate and responsive to our wider needs. This could include housing that
allows us to live with siblings, partners and other protective people; that addresses safety and security
concerns; or housing options that include different levels of support to help us build independent living
skills and manage other needs.

Many of us have been trapped in cycles of short-term refuge stays,
couch surfing, rough sleeping and unsafe housing. As a result, we are
forced to move frequently with limited notice, making it difficult for us
to maintain engagement with services and supports, as well as with
things like employment and education.

When we're moving around a lot and dealing with significant stress, we may not be able to stay in
consistent contact with services. This doesn't mean we have ‘disengaged’, or that you should close our
file.

Sometimes our trauma history can manifest in behaviours that are misinterpreted by the service system.
Being withdrawn, disengaged, distressed, or agitated are all understandable responses to trauma — not a
basis for labelling us as ‘hard to work with.” Similarly, where we are engaging in risk-taking behaviours,
using substances or may have used violence ourselves, these behaviours should be contextualised and
understood within our own experiences of trauma, including resisting harm from others.

Part of seeing us as the experts in our own lived experience is recognising our agency in the relationships
that we choose to keep. If we want to stay connected to our families, or to other people who have
harmed us, we need you to support us to do this safely.




Principles and practices for working with
unaccompanied young people

This section provides you with concrete examples of how you can work with us in ways that make us
feel genuinely seen, heard and supported by the service system.

Facilitate opportunities for safe disclosure, no matter where we
present

As young victim survivors navigating a family violence system designed for adults, it is difficult for us to
know who we can trust to listen and believe us when we disclose our experiences. These principles and
practices are designed to help you create an environment where we feel comfortable talking about
family violence —regardless of where we're first presenting.

Practitioner level

Validate our experiences and believe us when we say that we're scared.

Recognise that we might ‘test the waters’ by talking about a single incident, rather than
disclosing everything straight away.

Be guided by us — let us set the pace of conversations and try to reflect back the language that
we're using to describe our experiences.

Advocate for our experiences and support needs to be taken seriously after a referral is made.

Embed family violence psychoeducation into everyday conversations.

Program level

Use reflective practice sessions to explore and build your understanding of the barriers that we
face to disclosure and how you can mitigate these.

As a program team, review and tailor family violence risk assessment tools to meet the needs
of the young people you work with — for example, by adapting language and sequencing of
questions.

For non-family violence programs, ensure that a lens is kept on family violence risk in all of your
interactions with young people and that you have the capacity to respond accordingly.

Organisation level

« Roll-out training across all relevant programs to recognise the signs of family violence as they

manifest for us as young people and create opportunities for safe disclosure.

Promote coordination and knowledge transfer between youth-specific services and specialist
family violence services — recognising that each offers complementary expertise and skills in
assessing our family violence risk.

Co-design and establish safe, physical spaces with young people, including First Nations young
people and those from multicultural backgrounds. Clinical or blank and empty spaces can
prevent us from feeling comfortable opening up.



Work with us, not for us

It's important that seeing young people as victim survivors in their own right isn't just a phrase, but a way
of working. Whether you're engaging with us one-on-one in a service capacity, designing a new program
or implementing policy changes, we want to be involved. This includes providing us with opportunities to
have agency over our own lives and to be able to support and uplift other young people.

Practitioner level
* Work from the assumption that we have capacity to be involved in any decision that affects us.

e Use risk assessment and safety planning tools as a genuine opportunity to unpack what safety
means to us and how you can support us to reduce risk —and, if you feel confident to do so,
acknowledge resistive actions that we've taken where relevant.

* Seek our consent before seeking or sharing information about us with our family members —and
use this information to complement, not undermine, what we have told you.

* Recognise and leverage any protective factors we already have in place or would like to
reconnect with —including hobbies, school, employment and positive peer groups.

« If we're in the right place, let us know about opportunities to contribute to advocacy, service and
policy design or peer support roles.

Program level

« Ensure that program practitioners feel confident to work with us even where it is not safe to
seek parental consent — for example, by enacting the Gillick Principle or seeking the consent of
another trusted, safe adult who we nominate.

 Embed formal and informal feedback processes across program delivery so that our views can
inform continuous improvement.

+ For mainstream (non-specific youth services), seek out professional development and training
opportunities which build your knowledge about how to work with us.

¢ Include Peer Support Worker roles in your program design and continuously assess how you
can best empower and support these roles.

Organisation level

+ Embed lived experience in the design and development of programs specifically for young
people.

» Establish clear organisational policies on how to seek consent safely or otherwise work with
young people under the age of 16 who present without a protective parent.

+ Establish a framework for recruiting and retaining peer support roles and ensure that the
professional development and supervision needs of these roles are properly resourced as part of
program funding.



Engage with us in ways that aren’t minimising,
stigmatising or judgmental

Most of us have experienced significant trauma and have had to fight for
our own survival continually. Judgement, stigma and shaming behaviours
compound the harm that we've already experienced and cause us to lose
trust in practitioners and services. We want you to see us as the complex,
robust people that we are, rather than dismissing us as being ‘difficult to
work with.’

Practitioner level
* Operate from a position of unconditional positive regard.

* Don't make us feel judged if we are engaging in risk-taking or self-soothing behaviours —recognise
these in the context of our experiences of trauma and respond accordingly.

* Recognise that we may need support to build skills around communication, self-regulation and self-
care — particularly where we have not had these behaviours role-modelled for us.

* Be critical of any biases that you might be bringing to your role —including when working with those
of us who don't meet the ‘deserving victim’ stereotype, such as young males, LGBTQIA+ folk or
criminalised young people.

¢ Foreground our strengths and goals to see us as a whole person beyond our experiences of harm.

Program level

« Embed a culture of inclusive and reflective practice within the program team and let this shape
every aspect of program design and delivery.

« Recruit for a diversity of expertise and experience —including lived experience, as well as
experience working with young people with specific needs or identities.

* Build practitioner confidence to work with those of us who present with intersecting forms of risk —
including mental health risk and complex family violence risk — rather than placing us in the ‘too
hard’ basket.

* Work collaboratively with other programs and services to close gaps in the system — particularly for
young people who may otherwise be excluded from services or housing options.

Organisation level

e Where relevant, establish practice lead roles which can build organisational capacity to work with
us safely when we present with specific needs and identities.

e Consider how you as an organisation can address system gaps for young people who might feel
excluded or stigmatised within mainstream service responses — including young males and young
non-binary and trans people.

» Invest in workforce capacity building and education that improves understanding of intersectional
and inclusive practice




Don’t leave us to carry the burden of
our safety alone

By the time we present to the service system, many of us have
already endured a lifetime of stress and unmet need.
Unfortunately, many of us have had experiences where workers,
services and systems have made us feel isolated and invisible.
As practitioners and decision-makers, we need you to focus on
finding ways to stand alongside us and help us to carry the
burden of our safety, including by scaffolding our interactions
with complex systems and support pathways.

Practitioner level

* Recognise the impact of prior negative service interactions and take the time to build rapport and
repair our trust in services and systems as a first step.

« Don't expect us to know what services are available — help us to identify where our needs can best
be met.

* Make warm referrals and confirm that we are receiving appropriate support from the services you
referred us to.

* Where we are being supported by multiple services —including in the context of care teams — make
sure that there is a suitable lead service to coordinate our supports and reduce system ‘overwhelm’.

+ Be alive to the risk of system abuse, particularly when we are interacting with the court system or
Centrelink.

Program level

* Take care when intaking and exiting us — particularly if you're carrying a waitlist — by providing us
with pre-intake check-ins and step-down support or exit planning to help us manage these
transitions.

+ Make sure that caseloads allow for practitioners to provide meaningful case coordination and
advocacy, not just ‘tick-and-flick’ approaches.

* Ensure that practical support is part of your service offering — such as supporting us to get to
appointments or using brokerage to help us with a phone, transportation and other things that can
help us to stay connected with services and build safety.

* Consider formalising partnerships with key referral pathways to facilitate good referral practices
and coordination.

Organisation level

+ When establishing new programs, be realistic about the level of support required to increase
safety in a genuine way and resource programs accordingly.

» Develop and implement frameworks to support collaborative practice, including leading practice
approaches when working as part of a ‘care team’'.

* Check-in regularly with practitioners — formally and informally — to ensure that supervision,
professional development and other supports remain appropriate for the level of risk being
managed.




Meet us where we’re at and support us to get
where we want to go

. . | —
Even though unaccompanied young people have similar experiences : 7 |
of family violence and homelessness, we are different people with |
different support needs and goals. From service delivery through to
system design, part of honouring our agency and expertise in our own

lived experience is allowing us to set the pace of how we engage with
supports and removing the barriers that we face.

Practitioner level

Have conversations with us about what we want to prioritise.

Pace and sequence interventions based on our readiness, particularly where we remain in unstable
housing or are otherwise in crisis.

Understand that we may be difficult to engage at times. Reach out to us proactively and make sure
that we know that the door is open for us to re-engage when we're ready.

Continually check in with us to see if our needs and goals have changed and tailor the way that
you're supporting us accordingly.

Recognise our successes and incremental ‘wins’ along the way.

Program level

» Develop or adopt developmentally appropriate tools which can facilitate conversations about our
needs and service priorities.

Don’'t exclude us from service where we aren't ready to leave situations of violence or harm

(including substance use). Find ways to work with us safely, including by supporting us to access
relevant harm reduction services as an initial step where we're ready to do so.

Recognise that we may want to find ways to connect safely with family members, including those

who have harmed us — but make sure that any relationship repair work and associated safety
planning is always led by us.

Continuously review service periods and adjust as required — or better still, build in flexibility so that
individual practitioners can make decisions about leaving our case open if required.

Organisation level

+ Adopt program targets that aren'’t just based on the number of us that are serviced, but whether
we're supported to reach safety (and other) outcomes that are meaningful for us.

» Advocate to funders for flexibility around service scope and timeframes so that programs can be
genuinely responsive to our needs and readiness.

+ Use data to understand our presentations, service trajectories and unmet needs —and respond

accordingly by establishing programs and partnerships that reduce service exclusion and can
respond to us holistically.




Promote recovery, goal setting and aspirations for our futures

Our experiences of trauma and crisis don't preclude us from aspiring towards a safe and fulfilling future.
When we have capacity, we want you to talk to us about our individual recovery goals and help us to plan
for the years ahead.

Practitioner level

 When we're ready, talk to us about what our longer-term goals are and what support we need to get
there.

+ Embed opportunities for therapeutic intervention and recovery whenever you're engaging with us —
not just in the context of ‘formal’ counselling.

« If you're referring us to mental health services, ensure that they work with a family violence and
trauma lens - and that relevant information about our experiences is shared to reduce the need for us
to re-tell our story (where we consent to this occurring).

« Recognise that recovery is non-linear. Be responsive to shifts in our readiness to engage with
therapeutic support.

* Where possible, facilitate our access to accommodation options that provide a stable base for
recovery — not short-stays that trap us in a cycle of crisis.

Program level

« Consider how healing-oriented and strengths-based practice can be embedded across all aspects of
program design and delivery.

« Offer choice in how we work towards recovery, including by using brokerage funding to purchase
relevant supports. For example, we might prefer art or equine therapy, sensory play or peer support
groups over formal counselling.

« Build the capacity and capability of case managers to provide incidental counselling and
psychoeducation — recognising that these relationships may be where we feel safest having these
conversations, at least initially.

* Develop exit planning processes that include referral to appropriate step-down support or recovery
services.

Organisation level

» Ensure that practitioners across all services and access points are skilled in trauma-informed and
trauma-based practice.

* When designing new services — including refuges —work with us to co-design physical spaces and
associated supports that promote safety, healing and recovery.

e Advocate for greater investment in dedicated trauma recovery services for young people who have
experienced family violence.
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