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So what does this look like?



3 Key Takeaways
• Common language across government and 

business needed to enable effective partnerships 

to address social, environmental and economic 

benefits

• Move from traditional cost-based approach and a 

benefits-based approach needed to address 

housing as essential social infrastructure

• National housing plan with long term focus key to 

develop resilient and effective housing system

Image provided by BGC Residential
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CASE-STUDY 

The Women’s Butterfly Project: 

Empowering Mature Women to 

maintain secure housing

Professor Rebekah Russell-Bennett

Professor Melissa Bull



C
R

IC
O

S
 N

o
.0

0
2
1
3
J

Mature women in Australia are the 

fastest growing group at risk of 

homelessness

Key triggers of homelessness are 

changes of circumstances in 

relationship, job and income

How might we empower 
mature women experiencing a 
change of circumstance and 

prevent homelessness?
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Current responses focus on 
assisting women who have already
become homeless

• Almost all current resources focus on women 

already at the tipping point or in crisis

• Upstream prevention approaches save money and 

empower women

Seat belts 

The widespread use of seat 
belts following legislation and 
enforcement in the 1970s is 
regarded as a key factor in 
reducing the road toll from 
over 3,382 deaths in 1968 to 
around 2,887 deaths per year 
in 1988, despite huge 
increases in drivers and 
vehicles

Where has prevention worked?

Breast Cancer Screening

The introduction of biannual 
mammogram for women 50+ 
resulted in a 41–52% 
reduction in mortality from 
breast cancer for screening 
participants, and a 21% 
reduction in population-level 
breast cancer mortality.
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Project 
Purpose

We aim to reduce the number of 
mature women, age 55+ experiencing 
housing stress through early 
intervention and support delivered via 
high touch (early responder) or high-
tech solutions. 

We aim to support women at the 
primary stage of harm prevention
This project is about preventing 
housing stress for these women before 
it begins. 

1. Provide an evidence base around 
the unique characteristics of 
mature women and the support 
tools available for housing stress.

2. Create a proof-of-concept dual-
channel (high tech vs high touch) 
portal that will enable early 
responders to support pre-crisis 
mature women and reduce the 
likelihood of housing stress.

Project Objectives
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Strengths-based not deficit approach

Traditional deficit-approach to people 
experiencing vulnerability

• Focuses on what people lack that needs 
filling

• Passive – disempowering and victimising

• Often leads to paternalistic interventions

• Solutions are designed FOR them

Strengths-based approach to people 
experiencing vulnerability

• Focuses on what people have that can be 
leveraged

• Active - empowering and gives agency

• Leads to people-led interventions

• Solutions are designed WITH them
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Pilot-project: The Women’s Butterfly Project
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Complete the persona quiz (10 questions)
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Go direct to 
personas or search
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Evaluating the viability of the WBP Prototype
Outputs

Printed materials

Smallcards, flyers, 

Booklets, Posters

“Aged care worker took

several brochures for clients.”

“A woman in a DV situation 

was grateful to receive the 

resource.”

“Man took flyer for his sister-

in-law who is over 50 and 

facing homelessness.”

Digital materials

App alerts x 2

Impact

“Spent a long time with a customer who was 

told to leave her sons place. She needed staff 

help to get on line and phone for help. The end 

result being a couple of choices for short time 

stays.”

“Customer with disability and a DV situation 

being evicted in 1 week needing housing.

Discussed the project and gave all the 

information to try to assist.”

“I helped a lady at the photocopier who told 

me she was living in a tent at Blackbutt and 

looking for housing and work in the area to be 

near family. I showed her the website on a 

public PC. She went away with a brochure so 

she could look it up at her Blackbutt library and 

on her phone and a phone number for a 

housing crisis hotline which she said she 

would call.”

ROI (total number of

portal users/total cost 

$150k)= $129 per woman

(compared with annual 

cost of homelessness of 

$25k pp

Outcomes

1180 Portal clicks

1162 Users

Quiz participation = 

58.3% 

Average engagement 

time 2min 56 sec

Most popular 

persona: Delia

141 users, avg 4.68 

views per user

Delia

2.10 min

Amber

1.46min

Anthea

1.31 min

Helena

1.07 min

App Alert

Empowerment message: 

1.2% clickthrough

Resilience message: 1.9% 

clickthrough

Survey n=64 (mean score out of 5)

Provides support to change my 

circumstances rather than change me

*benchmark clickthroughs ranged from 0.9% - 2.3%

Enjoyable, attractive, understandable 

website

4.24

4.67
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How can early responders support causes as an organisational 
customer vulnerability strategy?

Organisations that Care:
Your organisation may not be directly aligned with the cause and likely
doesn’t deal solely with the cohort as part of your core purpose.

You may want to be involved with and support the cause as part of your
broader CSR strategy, or are interested in upskilling and learning more
about a strengths-based approach. You might be a good fit as a 
Supporting Partner.

Organisations that Can:
You are an organisation that can potentially come on board as either 
practical or supporting partner. 

While you come into contact with the cohort, it may be for non-cause 
related reasons. This means you might be in a good position to 
potentially identify when the cohort needs support and direct them to 
the cause’s services.

Organisations that Champion:
Companies that are directly aligned with the cause as part of their core 
business. 

If this is your organisation, you likely already have some type of customer 
vulnerability or hardship program in place. This means you are in a good position 
to champion the cause and integrate it into existing processes, acting before 
crisis occurs. 
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Future needs

1. Prevention reduces demand for crisis services and emergency services –

identify where prevention can be enhanced in your organisation.

2. Many people do not recognise they are at risk or in crisis or find the terms 

too confronting → Use non-risk, strengths-based language in your 

communication. 

3. Identify early responders such as banks, legal services, libraries and real 

estate agents who can be part of the social and environmental solutions. 

Be aware that they need services that easily fit with business-as-usual 
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Queensland has the knowledge 

to end homelessness, does it 

have the will?

Professor Cameron Parsell



• Census: 19,039 (in 2011), 21,671 (in 2016)

• Brisbane: 5,022 – 5,712. Regional: 5,455 – 7,027

Homelessness as a Queensland reality  



• Violence 

• Reliance and dependence 

• Defined by what one lacks

• A poverty of ambition 

Homelessness as a Queensland experience 



• The individual demographics and triggers relevant under housing 

markets 

• Under different housing conditions, homelessness is not the penalty 

for

- leaving domestic and family violence

- leaving the out of home care system

- or because of compounding exclusions around race, gender, age

Homelessness as a choice we make  



• COVID-19 evidence of what we can do

• Street to Home (Micah Projects)

• Integrating tenancy, health, support – and the individual

• Keeping Families Together  

• Changing our systems not changing people 

We can do differently… and at times we do 



• $13,100 cost offset, per person, per year

• As homeless, people used $48,217 QLD Gov services, and when they 

were housed – including the cost of permanent supportive housing, 

they used $35,117 worth of the same services 

$48,217
$35,117
$13,100

A pretty good cost argument 

-



A pretty good cost argument 



A pretty good cost argument 



3 (actually 6) Key Takeaways

• Demonstrably increase social and affordable housing

• Permanent supportive housing – justice and costs  

• Always ask what the evidence says, and how can we lead?

• Cross government, and cross society 

• How can we extend the evidence – and how we use it, with people 

who are and were homeless, and the professionals working with 

them?

• Raise our expectations 



Last word 

“They open all the doors that have been closed for so long. They 

guide you through. They have given me what I needed to know … 

and I’ve learnt the responsibilities that I have to take. 

I’ve become a woman out of this place, and a mother.”
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Thank You

Researcher biographies and slides can be found here:


