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Abstract: Prevention and early intervention have become part of the Australian policy discourse;
however, the prevention and early intervention of youth homelessness remain significantly un-
derdeveloped and underfunded in practice. Consequently, too many young people experience
homelessness. This article presents the ‘Community of Schools and Services’ (COSS) Model as an
innovative approach to the prevention of youth homelessness. The COSS Model is an Australian
place-based collective impact approach that uses data gathered via population screening in secondary
schools to identify and then support adolescents at risk of homelessness and also reorganizes the local
support system available to vulnerable young people and their families. This paper is not the result
of a research project. Rather, this paper presents the findings of the Embedded Development and
Outcomes Measurement (EDOM) report, which is a feature of the COSS Model. This paper is limited
to findings from the COSS Model implementation in Albury, NSW, known as the Albury Project, from
2019 to 2023. The Albury Project has demonstrated significant reductions in the risk of homelessness
and entry into the local homelessness service system. Findings reveal that: (1) when COSS Model
support is delivered to identified at-risk students, 40–50% of individuals are no longer at such high
risk of homelessness 12-months later; (2) only 3–5% of students identified as at risk of homelessness
and supported through the COSS Model sought assistance from local homelessness services in the
following two years; and (3) the flow of adolescents (12–18 years) into the local homelessness services
was reduced by 40% from 2019 to 2023. As an evidence-based, complex innovation, there are major
policy, funding, and implementation challenges in scaling the model to multiple community sites.
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1. Introduction

Homelessness remains a persistent ‘wicked’ social problem in most Western countries,
including Australia. The wickedness lies in homelessness being a complex issue with
multiple causes that cannot be addressed by simple targeted programs and instead requires
a whole-of-government approach with cross-departmental initiatives sustained over the
long term [1]. The Australian policy discourse on homelessness has begun to highlight
the importance of early intervention and prevention [2], yet the Australian homelessness
service system remains largely a crisis management response.

In many countries, homelessness is defined more broadly than people sleeping in
public places [3–6]. In Australia, since the early 1990s, homelessness has been defined
more broadly than ‘rooflessness’ to include people staying temporarily with friends and
relatives, residing in supported accommodation provided by homelessness services, and
those people living in various housing situations without security of tenure [7]. The current
definition of homelessness used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has also added
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severely overcrowded dwellings as situations of homelessness reported in official statistical
estimates of homelessness using Census data [8].

In Australia, the official homelessness statistical estimates in the 2021 Census identi-
fied 122,494 individuals in situations of homelessness in a population of 25,400,000 people.
About one quarter (23%) were young people (12–24 years) and another 14% were children
part of a family unit [9]. About 14% of the 274,000 individuals who approached homeless-
ness services in 2022–2023 were young people aged 15–24 years presenting alone [10].

Young people who experience homelessness are at risk of being disproportionately
negatively impacted for the remainder of their lives, with issues including but not limited
to lower education attainment, under and unemployment, and poverty. Experiencing
homelessness during adolescence increases the chance of re-experiencing homelessness
later in life. In an Australian study of intergenerational homelessness, two thirds of the
homeless respondents (66%) reported that they had first experienced homelessness before
the age of 18 [11]. Canadian surveys have produced similar findings [12]. In addition to
the negative and possible long-term, and even life-long, consequences for individuals, the
status quo of the response to youth homelessness carries a considerable cost burden for the
Australian community and government [13]. Such findings point to the strategic value of
early intervention to prevent youth homelessness and its reoccurrence later in life.

Youth homelessness and early school leaving have been described as ‘the twin peaks
of youth disadvantage’ [14]. Students who become homeless while attending secondary
school are highly likely to leave school before completing Year 12 unless their family issues
are resolved. Early school leavers may not necessarily be at risk of homelessness at the
time when they leave school, but if their home situation becomes more problematic, the
disadvantage that results from leaving school early means that these young people are more
likely to experience a period of homelessness in their later adolescence or early adulthood.

In this article, we present the ‘Community of Schools and Services’ Model of early
intervention (COSS Model) as an innovative approach to the prevention of youth home-
lessness using population screening in secondary schools to identify adolescents at risk
of homelessness who can then be supported to reduce that risk. The COSS Model is an
Australian place-based collective impact model that reorganizes the local support system
available to vulnerable young people and their families. A prototype site for the COSS
Model was developed in the City of Greater Geelong, through which proof of concept evi-
dence was obtained from 2013–2016. However, the first homelessness prevention funding
for the COSS Model came under the Universal Screening and Support (USS) Pilot Program
under the NSW Homelessness Strategy 2018–2023. The article focuses on the COSS Model
implementation of the lighthouse COSS Model site, the Albury Project, located in the
Regional City of Albury, 550 km from Sydney, in the State of New South Wales. The paper
presents the emerging outcomes and impact data on reducing youth homelessness achieved
through the Albury Project.

Section 2 is an overview of the COSS Model innovation and its core foundations,
linking the model and its key principles to theory and the literature. This is followed by
a discussion of the materials and methods used in the evaluation of the effectiveness of
the COSS Model. In the fourth section, the results from the COSS Model implementation
in the Albury Project are presented. The emerging evidence highlights the effectiveness
of the COSS Model in terms of a reduction in the risk of homelessness for students in
the identified at-risk cohort and reductions in the flow of identified at-risk young people
into the local homelessness service system. In the final discussion section, we highlight
the scale-up policy and funding challenges and the policy context for moving from an
evidence-based innovation to multiple COSS community sites.

2. The Community of Schools and Services (COSS) Model

The ‘Community of Schools and Services’ (COSS) Model is an innovative early in-
tervention place-based collective impact service-delivery and reform-oriented model for
addressing and supporting vulnerable young people and their families to reduce disen-
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gagement from education and early school leaving and to help where family issues are
heading towards a crisis whereby a young person becomes homeless [15,16]. The COSS
Model takes a place-based systems approach [17] and represents a raft of innovations to
realize a more effective early intervention system for supporting vulnerable youth. As such,
the COSS Model is not an ‘off-the-shelf’ social program deployed alongside other programs
with similar foci in the same community. The COSS Model is an exemplar of collective
impact, see Table 1 (a more extensive discussion of the COSS Model as a collective impact
initiative is outside the scope of this paper).

Table 1. How the COSS Model operationalizes collective impact.

Collective Impact Characteristics COSS Model Operationalization of Collective Impact

1. Common Agenda
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5. Backbone Support  

 Creating and managing the COSS Model as a collective impact requires a separate organization 
with staff and a specific set of skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative and participat-
ing organizations and agencies. 

 Upstream Australia, a purpose designed not-for-profit organization, was created to fulfil the role of 
backbone support that includes data management, community-building assistance, advocacy on 
policy and funding, further innovation and development, and facilitation of the movement for 
change. 
* Specialist Homelessness Services [SHS] are government funded services in Australia that provide 
supported accommodation and assistance to people experiencing homelessness. 

Collective impact is defined as ‘the commitment of a group of important actors from 
different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem’ [18]. Collective 
impact initiatives are different from the status quo of targeted programs by having a cen-
tralized infrastructure, a dedicated staff, and a structured process that leads to a common 

All stakeholders have a shared vision for a changed local service system, including a
common understanding of the problem and a joint approach to solving it through
agreed actions.
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A shared vision requires a community- building process of forging relationships,
creating a collective structure, planning for change, and formalizing intersectoral
and collaborative agreements.
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The process of community building takes six to twelve months and then requires
ongoing maintenance to sustain the movement for system change.

2. Shared Measurement
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An annual Australian Index of Adolescent Development [AIAD] population survey
is used to monitor and measure risk and some outcomes.
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3. Mutually
Reinforcing Activities
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Early intervention for youth homelessness needs to be able to mobilize the capacity
to address multiple and interrelated issues. The lead COSS agency should ideally
have the capacity to do much of the support work and intervention with identified
youth and their families and have ready access to crisis accommodation.
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activities can be efficiently and effectively delivered as
well-coordinated interventions.

4. Continuous
Communication
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Continuous communication amongst the COSS stakeholders supports a shared
understanding of objectives, practices, and development plans.
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Knowledge sharing through participation in the Upstream Community of Practice,
includes webinars, the circulation of information or documents such as Concept
Briefs and inter-site mutual assistance.

5. Backbone Support

Youth 2024, 4, FOR PEER REVIEW 3 
 

 

2. The Community of Schools and Services (COSS) Model  
The ‘Community of Schools and Services’ (COSS) Model is an innovative early inter-

vention place-based collective impact service-delivery and reform-oriented model for ad-
dressing and supporting vulnerable young people and their families to reduce disengage-
ment from education and early school leaving and to help where family issues are heading 
towards a crisis whereby a young person becomes homeless [15,16]. The COSS Model 
takes a place-based systems approach [17] and represents a raft of innovations to realize 
a more effective early intervention system for supporting vulnerable youth. As such, the 
COSS Model is not an ‘off-the-shelf’ social program deployed alongside other programs 
with similar foci in the same community. The COSS Model is an exemplar of collective 
impact, see Table 1 (a more extensive discussion of the COSS Model as a collective impact 
initiative is outside the scope of this paper).  

Table 1. How the COSS Model operationalizes collective impact. 

Collective Impact Char-
acteristics COSS Model Operationalization of Collective Impact 

1. Common Agenda  

 All stakeholders have a shared vision for a changed local service system, including a common un-
derstanding of the problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed actions. 

 A shared vision requires a community- building process of forging relationships, creating a collec-
tive structure, planning for change, and formalizing intersectoral and collaborative agreements. 

 The process of community building takes six to twelve months and then requires ongoing mainte-
nance to sustain the movement for system change. 

2. Shared Measurement  

 An annual Australian Index of Adolescent Development [AIAD] population survey is used to mon-
itor and measure risk and some outcomes. 

 Data matching with the Specialist Homelessness Services [SHS] * client and other data at the com-
munity level and using identifiable data provide for longitudinal analyses by the Upstream Aus-
tralia organization, which is the data custodian for the Community of Schools and Services (COSS) 
community collectives. 

3. Mutually  
Reinforcing Activities  

 Stakeholder activities must be differentiated while still being coordinated through mutually com-
mon plan/s of action. 

 Early intervention for youth homelessness needs to be able to mobilize the capacity to address mul-
tiple and interrelated issues. The lead COSS agency should ideally have the capacity to do much of 
the support work and intervention with identified youth and their families and have ready access 
to crisis accommodation. 

 Organized and structured coordination within the community collective is how activities can be 
efficiently and effectively delivered as well-coordinated interventions. 

4. Continuous  
Communication  

 Continuous communication amongst the COSS stakeholders supports a shared understanding of 
objectives, practices, and development plans. 

 Knowledge sharing through participation in the Upstream Community of Practice, includes webi-
nars, the circulation of information or documents such as Concept Briefs and inter-site mutual as-
sistance. 

5. Backbone Support  

 Creating and managing the COSS Model as a collective impact requires a separate organization 
with staff and a specific set of skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative and participat-
ing organizations and agencies. 

 Upstream Australia, a purpose designed not-for-profit organization, was created to fulfil the role of 
backbone support that includes data management, community-building assistance, advocacy on 
policy and funding, further innovation and development, and facilitation of the movement for 
change. 
* Specialist Homelessness Services [SHS] are government funded services in Australia that provide 
supported accommodation and assistance to people experiencing homelessness. 

Collective impact is defined as ‘the commitment of a group of important actors from 
different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem’ [18]. Collective 
impact initiatives are different from the status quo of targeted programs by having a cen-
tralized infrastructure, a dedicated staff, and a structured process that leads to a common 

Creating and managing the COSS Model as a collective impact requires a separate
organization with staff and a specific set of skills to serve as the backbone for the
entire initiative and participating organizations and agencies.
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Upstream Australia, a purpose designed not-for-profit organization, was created to
fulfil the role of backbone support that includes data management,
community-building assistance, advocacy on policy and funding, further innovation
and development, and facilitation of the movement for change.

* Specialist Homelessness Services [SHS] are government funded services in Australia that provide supported
accommodation and assistance to people experiencing homelessness.

Collective impact is defined as ‘the commitment of a group of important actors from
different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem’ [18]. Collec-
tive impact initiatives are different from the status quo of targeted programs by having a
centralized infrastructure, a dedicated staff, and a structured process that leads to a com-
mon agenda, shared measurement, continuous communication, and mutually reinforcing
activities among all participants [19].
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Collective impact prioritises a focus on outcomes and addressing complex or ‘wicked’
social problems (such as youth homelessness) that potentially require change/reform at
several levels. The local community level implementation of the COSS Model is relatively
well-developed, but there are questions and issues about what needs to be done at the
government and bureaucratic levels for a systemic whole-of-government approach [20].

Upstream Australia is the innovator of the COSS Model. Upstream Australia is
purpose-designed for providing the backbone support as one of the five core features of
collective impact. Since the collection and sharing of data on individuals is key to enabling
early interventions for the identified at-risk students in secondary schools, Upstream
Australia acts as a data custodian and supports the schools and community agencies
to share data in a way that safeguards privacy [21,22]. In terms of a broader range of
activities and responsibilities, Upstream Australia can be characterized as a ‘field-building
intermediary organization’ working within the community sector to bring about systemic
change by developing the capacity to achieve impact at scale around preventing youth
homelessness and disadvantage [23].

The COSS Model has four key foundations: community collaboration; early identifica-
tion; the practice framework and early intervention support work with youth and families;
and robust, embedded longitudinal monitoring and measurement of outcomes. Each of
these foundations will be discussed in turn in the following sections.

2.1. Foundation 1: Collaboration for Collective Action

The concept of a ‘Community of Services and Schools’ is about a deep, formalized
collaboration between homelessness services, relevant community-based youth programs,
and secondary schools in a definable functional community context [24]. The process of
building this collectivity between schools and community services requires dedicated work
over a 6–12 month period to the point where the various actors understand the Model and
the community wants the local system changes associated with the COSS Model, and a
planning group has been formed.

This deep collaboration is key, as early intervention for adolescents requires the
participation of schools as universal institutions where young people can be reached.
However, when problems arise, such as family issues leading to homelessness, young
people are less likely to complete their secondary education. Homelessness then becomes
an issue for homelessness services. So, while school-based social programs are necessary,
there are some serious structural limitations when it comes to highly disadvantaged and
vulnerable students.

The inter-sectoral collaboration is operationalized through specific COSS governance
structures that need to be organized in each COSS community and that operate cohesively
to build and sustain local community-level support and service system change. One of
the foundational innovations is the creation of new institutional forms through which
participants from schools, homelessness agencies, and health services can cross boundaries
and work together in genuinely deep and formalized collaboration, sharing the power to
make decisions that have implications for the vulnerable youth in their communities.

The collaboration between schools and services that makes possible a more integrated
service system of support for at-risk young people requires a formal organization, which in
Albury is the Albury Community Collective. Figure 1 outlines the structure, membership,
and basic functions of the components of the Albury COSS Community Collective.

The Executive is the leadership of the collective; the Operational group consists of
active workers from various partners who decide and organize the way various activities
are coordinated. The school-based teams are an inter-disciplinary team that meets regularly
to focus on what needs to be done for identified at-risk young people in particular schools.
Upstream Australia is a collaborating partner, providing data management for the COSS
community as well as a range of additional support, including, for instance, support to
ensure fidelity to the Model.
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2.2. Foundation 2: Early Identification of Risk—Population Screening

The COSS Model is an early intervention and secondary prevention approach that uses
population screening so that interventions can be provided before crises. The terminology
of ‘early intervention’ and ‘prevention’ has been derived from the health sector [25]. The
generic practice typology of primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention is a continuum
across a particular issue, operationalized in terms of actual interventions. The Australian
movement around youth homelessness prevention has some unique features but is largely
similar to prevention thinking in other countries [26,27].

Primary prevention or ‘universal prevention’ consists of programs or measures di-
rected at an entire population or a whole-population cohort [28,29]. Secondary prevention
focuses on intervening to support young people who can be identified as most at risk of
becoming homeless. This may be ‘selected prevention’, or measures directed toward young
people who are members of an at-risk group, such as all young people aging out of the Out-
of-Home-Care system, including foster care. However, it can also be ‘indicative prevention’
or ‘targeted prevention’ that focuses on identifiable at-risk individuals and interventions
directed to individuals because of characteristics known to place them in the high-risk
category [16]. This is the ‘early intervention’ approach used in the COSS Model where risk
is assessed by an annual individual-level population screening survey in secondary schools
(see below) using at-risk indicators followed by a face-to-face interview to further ascertain
the young person’s circumstances. A preventative response to youth homelessness is not
primarily about access to housing, but the challenge of dealing preventatively with a range
of family and individual risks and protective factors. That is, the COSS Model involves a
universal multi-stage population screening process to identify young people at risk so that
the COSS early intervention workers can intervene supportively to resolve issues before
the onset of crises [17].

The Australian Index of Adolescent Development (AIAD) survey, developed by Up-
stream Australia, is used to screen all students from participating secondary/high schools
for risk, not just a select ‘at-risk’ group. The AIAD survey collects identifiable student
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data on eight indicators—at risk of homelessness, disengagement from school, wellbeing,
resilience, self-esteem, connectedness with family, school, teachers and friends, and psy-
chological stress and anti-social behavior/risk of offending. The identification of at-risk
students in the Albury Project is based primarily on the at risk of homelessness indica-
tor and considers conjointly the indicators for disengagement from school and mental
health [30].

The risk of homelessness measure is a proprietary five-item Likert scale assessing risk
across five dimensions—attitude, disposition, behavior, relationships, and environment.
Students who score in the 7–10 range on the at risk of homelessness indicator are followed
up with an interview to determine what level of early intervention support is warranted.
The at risk of homelessness scale was developed as part of a 1996 survey research project of
some 40,000 secondary students in 63 schools across three Australian state jurisdictions [31].
Bearsley-Smith and colleagues (2008) subjected the at risk of homelessness scale to an exter-
nal validation test, comparing the psychosocial profile of adolescents reporting elevated
risk factors for homelessness with a sample of homeless adolescents. They concluded that
the at risk of homelessness indicator ‘detects a significant subpopulation of adolescent
students who are suffering significant emotional and family distress’ and concluded that
the ‘five-item measure appears a valuable screening tool for further research in relation to
adolescent risk of homelessness, depression and family difficulties’ [32].

There are issues with referral-based programs for young people. A systematic review
of school-based programs for the identification of children and young people with mental
health difficulties concluded that ‘evidence suggests that overall, universal screening may
be the most effective method of identification’ but commented that the evidence base is
not yet systematic and robust [33]. Compared to less formal processes (such as teacher or
parent identification, referrals, or self-referrals), systematic school-based approaches detect
a greater proportion of children and young people with mental health difficulties [34–38].
Teachers often report that they are not equipped to perform such systemic approaches and
consistently under-identify early symptoms of various mental health disorders [39–41].
Research comparing the effectiveness of a teacher-rated universal screening instrument to
typical teacher-referral methods for identifying youth at risk of emotional and behavioral
problems found that only about half of the at-risk youth were identified correctly by the
teachers [41].

In contrast, universal screening as a methodology for early identification, as used in
the COSS Model, is more efficient. It does involve some additional costs, specialist data
analysis, and reporting; however, it is an effective method of identification that removes
the issues of relying on self or direct referrals and enables hidden populations of risk to be
identified [42,43].

The AIAD survey is used as a key part of annual screening for risk. There are a range
of consents, from the initial opt-out option for parents as to whether they object to their
children taking the survey to active consent by students as to whether they want to take
the survey and further consent for an interview or case management support [44]. Given
that the purpose of the process and the COSS Model is to prevent youth homelessness
and ameliorate cognate risks, ethics approvals have been granted for Upstream Australia
to collect and manage identifiable data for the COSS Community Collective. Care and
strict operational practices are followed to safeguard privacy, but efficient and effective
early intervention depends on being able to identify vulnerable individuals to prevent
homelessness crises from occurring.

The whole school population screening process enables hidden populations of risk to
be identified and then supported, reducing any potential stigma attached to undertaking
the survey as ‘everyone completes the survey’. The COSS Model screening methodology
using the AIAD survey is designed to identify a young person at risk so that support and
intervention can be delivered pro-actively and systematically before the onset of crises.
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2.3. Foundation 3: Practice Framework: Youth-Focused Family-Centered Support

A flexible and responsive practice framework, the foundation of the COSS Model, has
three levels of response—‘active monitoring’, ‘short-term support’, and ‘wrap around’ case
management for complex cases. The work undertaken by the COSS early intervention
workers is described as youth-focused and family-centered early intervention practice with
a strong emphasis on a trauma-informed approach. This is work with identified at-risk
students as well as with their families. Various types of intervention and support work are
undertaken with identified young people and their families, depending on their needs. A
2021 research project undertaken by a team not connected to the COSS work nor Upstream
Australia sought to answer the question: ‘What are the practices undertaken by early
intervention workers with young people at risk, within the COSS model?’. The research
project found that COSS early intervention practice spans four key settings—the young
person, school, family/community, and internal and external service providers—and that
COSS early intervention practice can be described as ‘an evidenced-based mode of practice
. . . [with] . . . a dynamic, complex, creative and solution-focused way of working’ across
multiple domains such as ‘mediator/coach’, ‘significant other/trusted adult’, advocate’,
and ‘bridge builder’. Extended casework support was not required for every young person
where family issues were evident and where there was a level of risk of homelessness or
leaving school early before completing Year 12. Ideally, all identified at-risk students are
regularly but unobtrusively monitored [45].

Early intervention requires an approach that is flexible, adaptive, a ‘whatever it takes’
approach, and a preparedness to not stay restricted within narrow professional boundaries.
Clinical decisions about what is an appropriate response rest with the youth and family
workers and the lead agency. A feature of the framework is the flexibility to move from
one level or type of support to another as necessary, with no imposed restrictions on the
duration of the support, and efficiency, in that interventions are undertaken for only as long
as needed. Young people can always re-access support if needed, and identified at-risk
young people are monitored even when case work is not active to enable re-engagement
with former clients if/as necessary.

This work is undertaken with identified at-risk young people, and importantly, in-
tervention is also provided to the young people’s siblings and parents/families if and as
required. Typically, this work deals with a wide range of complex issues and means that
working with a young person also means working with their family members. The support
work involves the young person, their family, schools, and agencies working together
under the same care plan. The amount of support provided to clients varies over time
and as needed. This support is provided in a range of settings—inside schools, outside
schools, in the community, in service provider organizations, and inside young people’s
homes [46]. Family-based interventions are effective for a range of youth problems, with
a caveat that in some cases where sexual abuse or continuing family violence are issues,
young people may not be able to remain safely in the same household [47]. As such, the
early intervention practice provided under the COSS Model is flexible and responsive and
has the capacity to work with whole-family units across a range of issues and in differ-
ent locations, and the lead agency in the community ideally has the capacity to provide
supported accommodation should that be necessary.

The role and practice undertaken by the COSS early intervention workers are com-
plimentary but different from what is currently undertaken by in-school welfare staff. In
schools, wellbeing/welfare staff are vital and do important support work. However, a
major limitation is that in-school workers cannot undertake deep family interventions in
the way that community sector workers can. A critical innovation in the COSS Model is for
in-school workers and COSS early intervention workers to, as far as possible, become a
seamless workforce, funded through different funding streams but collaborating on the
ground around early interventions to reduce and avoid crises. In Albury, this has been
accomplished through the development of school-based teams (see Figure 1) involving
in-school wellbeing/welfare staff, early intervention workers, crisis support workers, and
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other specialist workers as required who meet together on a regular basis for the purpose
of ensuring that all identified young people are being supported and working towards
meeting their case goals.

2.4. Foundation 4: Outcomes Measurement

One of the four core foundations of the COSS Model is a sophisticated embedded out-
comes monitoring and measurement regime that includes an embedded triennial outcomes
evaluation. Outcome measurement is the process of setting goals and defining approaches
that measure performance towards the stated goals. In COSS Model sites, the ultimate
goal is the prevention of youth homelessness and the amelioration of the disadvantages of
young people and their families at the community level.

Upstream Australia provides ongoing cyclical monitoring and measurement of out-
comes data to lead COSS agencies and community collectives as one of the five key char-
acteristics of collective impact—i.e., data sharing. This is the collection of data and the
measurement of outcomes in an ongoing way that directly and cyclically informs the
intervention support practice of the lead COSS agency and the community collective.

There are several different but linked purposes for outcome measurement and moni-
toring under the COSS Model, including:

1. Data for accountability: On one level, outcome measurement is about accountability
to assess the overall effectiveness of the COSS Model’s implementation in a specific
community site and whether the investment of public funds is worthwhile and justifiable
in terms of cost-effectiveness, as well as social return on investment or cost-benefit.

2. Data to inform practice: At the level of the individual, to inform practice, identifiable
data are managed by Upstream Australia acting as the ‘data custodian’, observing
strict ethical and data-sharing practices while ensuring privacy is safeguarded. The
data from the AIAD Survey are pivotal to this work.

3. Data to monitor and measure outcomes: Under the COSS Model, data to monitor
and measure outcomes occur across the individual, the identified at-risk cohort, and
the community levels. A whole-community approach to outcomes for young people
looks at the entire community cohort of vulnerable youth and monitors what has been
achieved over time. The AIAD survey is administered on an annual basis and other
monitoring data (including but not limited to local homelessness services data) are
collected between the annual population screening process. This contrasts with the
current agency-focused approach to service delivery contracts that assesses agencies
against key performance indicators that are not usually constructed nor adequately
resourced to redress the extant need in a community overall.

The next section discusses the materials and methods used to build the evidence-base
of the effectiveness of the COSS Model in reducing youth homelessness.

3. Materials and Methods

The findings presented in this paper are based on the embedded evaluation of the
COSS Model site, the Albury Project. An embedded, ongoing evaluation of client outcomes
is a key component of the COSS Model. Embedded evaluations are undertaken by the
Upstream Australia team responsible for the development of the COSS Model, which pro-
vides backbone support and data management/outcomes measurement for communities
implementing the COSS Model.

Campbell (1979) questioned the presumed objectivity of external program evaluations
when he asked ‘how objectivity in science is obtained in spite of the partisan bias of
scientists’ arguing that program evaluations would benefit from adopting the scientist’s
model of ‘experimenter-evaluator’ [48]. Similarly, embedded evaluations are arguably
more appropriate for developmental projects and community-level social innovations. As
the innovation developer and backbone support partner, the Upstream Australia team is an
embedded ‘internal’ participant in the COSS community collectives but external in the sense
that management of the data and identification of risk, monitoring, data matching, and
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measurement of outcomes must be undertaken on the basis of high standards of research
and evaluation knowledge and expertise [49]. In addition, and of note, government-
commissioned external evaluations of COSS Model sites in two Australian state jurisdictions
have been undertaken [50,51].

Interrupted time series designs (ITS) are particularly well-suited for community inter-
ventions, collective impact projects, and evaluations across population-level interventions
over specific time periods that target population-level health or social outcomes [52–58].
ITS can be usefully described as follows:

A time series is a continuous sequence of observations on a population, taken repeatedly
(normally at equal intervals) over time. In an ITS study, a time series of a particular
outcome of interest is used to establish an underlying trend, which is ‘interrupted’ by an
intervention at a known point in time. ([58], p. 349)

Randomized Controlled Trials [RCT] are generally considered the ‘gold standard’ for
the experimental evaluation of new interventions or treatments because randomization
allows for the differences in outcomes between the treatment and control groups to be
attributed to the intervention or treatment. However, in situations where only quasi-
experimental designs are feasible, ITS becomes a preferred approach.

Interrupted time series (ITS) analysis is arguably the strongest quasi-experimental
research design. ITS is particularly useful when a randomized trial is infeasible or
unethical. ([59], p. S38)

A place-based collective impact model reaching for community-level impact, such
as the COSS Model, is one such case. Thus, the embedded triennial outcomes evaluation
in the COSS Model uses an ITS evaluation design. The ultimate test of the COSS Model’s
effectiveness in preventing youth homelessness is a natural experiment in a community
context whereby a cohort of at-risk students is identified and supported, and the entry
of homeless young people into the Specialist Homelessness Services system is monitored
longitudinally. The adopted time series approach uses annual measurements of risk and
data on young people entering the homelessness service system prior to the fully developed
implementation of the COSS Model in a community (pretesting) and continued annual
measurements from that point thereafter (post-testing). Thus, the reduction in youth
homelessness can be measured and assessed. The Albury Project from 2019–2023 provided
the first opportunity to undertake this test.

This paper presents three main outcomes of the current implementation of the COSS
Model at the lighthouse COSS Model site, the Albury Project. The three outcomes and data
sources used to make these assessments are detailed as follows.

First, the extent to which the risk level of the cohort of at-risk secondary students
in Albury has been reduced over a 12-month period of support. In the COSS Model, the
first outcome measure is monitoring the risk level of young people identified as at risk of
homelessness via the AIAD Survey over a 12-month period. Measured annually using data
from the AIAD survey, this provides a longitudinal picture of the dynamic pattern of home-
lessness risk. Most young people identified as at risk of homelessness, together with their
parents, will have consented to participate in some type of service/support/intervention;
only a small proportion of young people will decline an offer of support or their parents
will not consent [44].

Second, the extent to which the number of individual identified at-risk students has
entered the Specialist Homelessness Service (SHS) system in the two years following their
identification and COSS support. Although the overall level of risk of homelessness in all
the participating schools in a COSS community may be relatively stable over time, that
picture may conceal the real dynamics of risk. A young person’s risk status can change
over time because family dynamics and situations fluctuate over time. A young person’s
identified risk status one year after intervention/support may be reduced below the risk
threshold in the next year. Other young people not at-risk in one year may be identifiably at-
risk the following year. In terms of an outcome from the COSS intervention with identified
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students, the key change is what happens to students who are assessed as above the risk
threshold in one year when they are reassessed in the next year. This analysis excludes Year
12 students who complete Year 12 and leave school a year later and the new students in
Year 7, as they were not at secondary school the previous year.

Thirdly, the extent to which young people in Albury aged 12–18 years have entered
the homelessness service system from 2019 to 2023. The community-level measure of
homelessness prevention is a reduction in the flow of adolescents presenting to the local
youth homelessness crisis service. Data from the local youth agency that provides the local
specialist homelessness crisis services (that is, the youth refugee/crisis service and also
the local lead agency that works with Upstream Australia to provide the youth and family
work to COSS clients) are examined. This client data are cross-tabulated with AIAD Survey
data to examine if the young people entering the local youth crisis service have ever been
identified via the AIAD Survey as at risk of homelessness.

The following section details the results of the Albury Project from 2019 to 2023.

4. Results

The first section shows the proportion of the Albury school population identified as at
risk of homelessness. The second section displays and explains the dynamics of risk. The
third section follows identified individuals over the two years from the time they were
first identified as at-risk to determine the extent to which identified and supported young
people present to the local homelessness service. The fourth section examines the statistics
on adolescents of secondary school age to determine if the incidence and prevalence of
youth homelessness have changed. The emerging evidence from the Albury Project has
begun to quantify the achievable effectiveness of the COSS Model [60]. There is evidence
of reductions in individual supported young people’s risk of homelessness and reductions
in the flow of identified young people into the homelessness service system, as well as
a cohort-level reduction in the number of 12 to 18 year olds being supported in the local
homelessness crisis service.

4.1. Risk of Homelessness Profile, Albury 2019–2023

The risk of homelessness in Albury was assessed annually from 2019 to 2023, and con-
tinues. Screening the entire secondary school population in the three local public secondary
schools produces an identifiable cohort of students who are at risk of homelessness. The
population screening is able to report on changes in risk for each identified individual and
for the annual identified cohort a year later. The annual response rate for students complet-
ing the AIAD survey between 2019 and 2023 is: 2019, 74.40%; 2020, 87.27%; 2021, 86.39%;
2022, 83.40%; and 2023, 76.25%. Figure 2 shows the proportion of students identified as
at-risk via the AIAD survey each year between 2019 and 2023.
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, despite lockdowns, the Albury project workers and
their in-school support staff partners managed to undertake the annual AIAD surveys
with high response rates and continued their support of identified young people and their
families using a range of creative methods of non-face-to-face engagement and support [61].

4.2. Reduction of an Individual’s Risk of Homelessness

The first outcome measure is the extent to which early intervention for students
identified as at risk of homelessness can reduce their risk. The dynamics of risk are
presented in Figure 3, which shows that in a disadvantaged community, the risk status
of young people fluctuates from time to time as the exigences of everyday family life
are experienced.
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Figure 3 shows that of the AIAD-identified at-risk students who are engaged with
COSS support, in the year that they are first identified as at risk, about 40–52% are no longer
above the risk threshold a year later. The inference is that the support that is delivered has
had an impact on the at-risk cohort. Another group remains at risk of homelessness because
issues can be complex and not resolvable in the short term. However, and importantly, all
these young people remain at school, and most continue living with their families. There
is another group of young people who were not at risk of homelessness one year but are
AIAD-identified as at risk of homelessness the following year. Problems escalate, and these
young people are at risk a year later—life goes up and down.

This seems to be the ongoing pattern of risk incidence and risk amelioration within
the Albury Project and the COSS Model, and this underpins the necessary practice of risk
identification, monitoring, and outcome measurement as well as ongoing support practices
by the in-school and COSS early intervention workers.

4.3. Reduced Flow of Identified and Supported Young People into Homelessness

The second outcome measure is the extent to which students in the identified at-
risk cohort become homeless and present for assistance at the local youth crisis service
(local specialist homelessness services (SHS)). This is a measure of what happens to the
individuals identified as at risk of homelessness via the AIAD survey. This measure
involves matching individual-level data from the AIAD survey with SHS client data for the
two years after young people have been identified as at-risk and supported. The results are
shown in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. AIAD-identified youth who become homeless within 2 years post identification.

Year of AIAD
Identification

AIAD-Identified Clients Who
Become Homeless within 2 Years

of Identification
[N]

AIAD-Identified Clients
Who Become

Homeless within 2 Years
of Identification

[%]

2019 5 4.5%

2020 7 5.1%

2021 6 4.2%

2022 4 3.4%

As shown in Table 2, very few AIAD-identified young people go on to become home-
less and clients of the local Specialist Homelessness Services system within two years of
their AIAD identification as at risk of homelessness. Indeed, 94.9–96.6% of the young
people identified via the AIAD survey and then supported via the COSS Model did not
become homeless nor present to the local homelessness services within two years of the
identification as at risk.

4.4. Reduced Numbers of Young People Supported in the Local Homelessness Crisis Service

Interrupted time-series design includes establishing an underlying trend, or baseline,
for a particular phenomenon, then assessing the trend or baseline after implementation of
the intervention. The historical youth homelessness pattern in Albury can be monitored
and measured in terms of the number of individuals who are provided with supported
accommodation in the local crisis refugee program. Admission to the Albury youth crisis
service, which provides supported accommodation, is an indicator of SHS client numbers
in the regional City of Albury.

In an ITS study, a time series of a particular outcome of interest is used to establish an
underlying trend that is potentially ‘interrupted’ or changed by an intervention at a known
point in time. As a requirement of the Specialist Homelessness Services program, extensive
statistical data are collected on all clients of homelessness services, so there are data on
the annual number of young people provided with supported accommodation in the local
crisis service each year from 2016 (pre-COSS implementation) to 2019 (the start of COSS
implementation) and subsequently to 2023. The average local SHS crisis refuge (Broughton
House) intake from 2016–2019 was 48 individuals each year. COSS Model implementation
began in Albury in 2009. The average youth crisis intake for 2020–2023 was 25 individuals,
which is a decrease of 48 percent.

It must be noted that the COSS Model implementation in Albury worked through
the COVID-19 pandemic, and it is unknown what impact this may have had on these
results. That will only become apparent in the next few years post pandemic. However, a
systematic review of individual and local SHS case records suggests that the support of
at-risk young people and families via the COSS Model is likely to be the major factor.

A counter-factual point of comparison is that across the state of New South Wales
(NSW) over the same period, the decrease in youth homelessness from 13,700 individual
young people presenting to NSW SHS services for support in 2019–2020 to 12,994 individual
young people in 2022–2023 was a 5% decrease, compared to a decrease of 48% in Albury
(see Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) annual SHS reports from 2019–2020
to 2022–2023).

5. Discussion

Implementation of the COSS Model as a place-based collective impact reform of local
community youth support systems has demonstrated the achievability of a significant
reduction in youth homelessness in Albury. The main interventions are provided to the
young people identified as at-risk and their families, providing support to resolve or
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ameliorate whatever issues are present via flexible youth and family work that extends
throughout secondary school and potentially post-school.

5.1. Limitations and ITS Evaluation Design

A limitation of the outcomes data presented in this paper is that they are based on a
single COSS community. There are other Australian COSS communities at an early stage
of development, and youth homelessness prevention initiatives are attempting the COSS
Model approach in several other countries.

The COSS Model is a complex, real-world, system-changing innovation seeking to
achieve a community-wide impact in reducing youth homelessness. The outcomes evalua-
tion of the Albury Project and the COSS Model uses an interrupted time series (ITS) design.

Random Control Trials (RCT) are appropriately considered the most rigorous method
for evaluating the effectiveness of interventions. However, RCTs have limiting factors for
evaluating complex, real-world interventions, including: (a) high costs; (b) unsuitability for
developing generalized theoretical principles about community change; (c) problems with
innovative practices diffusing from intervention to control communities; and (d) obscura-
tion of unique features of different communities to which they can be added. Although a
RCT is a good method for testing replicability, it is a poor method for achieving replicability
([52], p. 32).

Future evaluations of multiple COSS Model sites will be able to attempt a quasi-
experimental cross-site design for outcomes evaluation, possibly including community
sites where risk data have been obtained but the COSS Model has not been implemented,
thus strengthening the assessment of counter-factual inferences and the measured real-
world significance of the COSS Model. An associated analysis of effectiveness is cost-
effectiveness and this type of analysis, unreported in this paper, will be strengthened by
the developmental and outcome measurement of additional COSS Model sites.

5.2. The Challenge of Scaling-Up Innovation Systemically

Readying communities for local youth support system reform and the organizing of
COSS community collectives are foundational premises for the successful implementation
of population screening and effective support services. The building of readiness for change
and a community collective with a plan for early intervention takes at least 12 months.
Thus far, the Albury Project has set a benchmark for what can be achieved even under the
adverse conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic when all aspects of the COSS Model were
implemented with strong fidelity.

A challenge for social innovations, even with a strong evidence base, is scaled-up
implementation with fidelity and impact. Deigelmeier and Greco (2018) found that barriers
to scaling up were most difficult and critical between the piloting phase and the scaled-up
phase of an innovation, which they called the stagnation chasm, ‘where proven ideas get
stuck before they are able to maximize their impact’. Implementation is about ‘the supports
required to purposefully and reliably produce full and effective use of innovations in prac-
tice’, and many implementation efforts fail to achieve impact at scale and sustainability [62].
Complex innovations are more likely to fail to be successfully scaled up than simpler
innovations [63,64]. Successful implementation depends on attending systematically to
individual, organizational, and system-level factors [65,66].

Uptake of the COSS Model and implementation of the model in new sites are subject to
broader policy reforms and associated funding. Although prevention and early intervention
of youth homelessness have entered the Australian policy discourse, prevention and early
intervention of youth homelessness remain significantly underdeveloped and underfunded
in practice. Australia’s homelessness service system, like that of many other Western
countries, remains largely in a state of crisis management, with a slowly but steadily
increasing number of people seeking assistance each year.

There is evidence of the beginnings of change. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
there were two government inquiries into homelessness and a review undertaken by the
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Productivity Commission. The Inquiry into homelessness in Victoria report (March 2020)
recommended a shift away from crisis management to prevention and early intervention
and a radical expansion of social and affordable housing ([67], pp. 158–166). A parallel In-
quiry into Homelessness in Australia report (August 2021) recommended the development
of a new 10-year national strategy on homelessness and identified three main areas for
reform: prevention and early intervention ([68], pp. 165–166); housing first; and addressing
the shortfall in social and affordable housing. The Productivity Commission review report,
In need of repair (2022), recommended that early intervention and prevention programs
should be a strategic focus for the next National Housing and Homelessness Agreement and
National Housing and Homelessness Plan in 2025 ([69], p. 186). The practical significance
of this policy shift has yet to be determined.

Currently, there are recommendations for the expansion of the COSS Model in two
state jurisdictions. The COSS Model and the early intervention agenda are well represented
in the homelessness policy discourse [2]. Australian governments make annual budget
decisions, and at the time of this paper’s publication, we are still dealing with the financial
consequences of the COVID pandemic, so the extent of investment in prevention has yet
to be finalized. In addition, the shift to a place-based collective impact paradigm from a
siloed departmental program approach (i.e., the status quo) arguably requires reform at
several levels and a whole-government strategy. Australia may be poised to begin that
reform process, but based on historical experience with other social policy reforms, even
under the most optimistic scenario, it will take at least a decade-long change process to
become an impactful part of the service system infrastructure.
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