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BRIEF REPORT

Psychological distress among young people who are couchsurfing: an
exploratory analysis of correlated factors
Katie Hail-Jares a, Rhianon Vichta-Ohlsenb, Theo Butlerc and Anna Dunnec

aSchool of Criminology and Criminal Justice, Griffith University, Mt Gravatt, Australia; bBrisbane Youth Service, Fortitude Valley, Australia;
cHomeless & Housing Unstable Young People Research Consortium, Community Advisory Group, Brisbane, Australia

ABSTRACT
In this brief report, we explore the relationship between psychological distress and
couchsurfing, with attention to the latter’s transitory and cyclic nature. The Kessler scale of
psychological distress (K10) was administered as part of a semi-structured interview to 63
young people who had couchsurfed within the past 18 months. A robust regression was
used to explore the associations between demographic and couchsurfing factors and
cumulative K10 score. Gender, cultural background, age when leaving home, and number of
hosts stayed with during the last couchsurfing episode emerged as statistically significant
factors. Our study finds that young people who are couchsurfing have much higher levels of
psychological distress than their peers in the general population. We suggest, based on
these results and others, that homelessness services should reassess how they prioritize and
serve young people who are couchsurfing.
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Introduction

From 2019 to 2020, more than 42,400 Australian
young people (ages 15–24) were homeless or housing
insecure (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare,
2021). This homelessness is not limited to “roof”less-
ness but instead is inclusive of those who lack a
home, a place where one has security, stability and a
sense of belonging (Chamberlain & Mackenzie,
1992). This sociocultural definition includes young
people who are couchsurfing or staying temporarily
with a friend, family member, acquaintance, or stran-
ger (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018;
McLoughlin, 2013; Terui & Hsieh, 2016). The number
of young people who couchsurf has been steadily
growing in Australia (Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, 2018). Young people who couchsurf
are not included on the lease, despite frequently mak-
ing financial contributions, and therefore are highly
vulnerable to both eviction and exploitation at the
hands of their hosts (Moore, 2017). Without a legal
right to reside, young people who couchsurf experi-
ence very high levels of transience and instability
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018;
Curry et al., 2017; Moore, 2017; Vichta-Ohlsen &
Hail-Jares, 2017). This instability may be linked to
psychological distress; in one study, young people
who couchsurf reported poorer overall mental health,
and were more likely to report lifetime self-harm and
suicidal behavior (Hail-Jares et al., 2020). This brief
builds upon that previous research, modeling the

relationship between mental distress, mobility, and
number of couchsurfing episodes among 63 young
people.

Methods

Data source

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
young people who couchsurfed in Queensland, Aus-
tralia within a broader mixed-methods investigation
into couchsurfing and mental health. A convenience
sample was recruited between 2019 and 2020, through
a local youth homelessness program (16%), edu-
cational institutions (11%), referrals (5%), and social
media (68%). Young people were eligible if they
were aged 15–25, had recent couchsurfing experience
(within the past 18 months), and had couchsurfed for
at least 2 weeks. Couchsurfing was defined in the con-
sent form as:

[T]emporarily staying somewhere that is not your
usual home. This might be a friend, friends’
parents/family, your extended family, someone you
met recently, or strangers. You may be moving
between places frequently. You do not need to be
actually sleeping on a couch or sofa.

Participants received a $40 AUD grocery gift card. The
project was approved by the Human Research Ethics
Committees of Griffith University and the Queensland
Department of Child Safety, Youth and Women.
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Measures

Kessler Scale of Psychological Distress (K10). The K10 is
a validated tool used to measure the presence and
severity of anxiety and depressive symptoms within
the past 30 days (Furukawa et al., 2003; Flatau et al.,
2015) The final, cumulative score indicates levels of
psychological distress ranging from none or low
(10–15), moderate (16–20), high (20–30) and very
high (31–50).

Demographics. Participants were asked their age,
gender (male, female, and trans or gender diverse),
cultural identity (Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander vs. not Indigenous), and highest grade com-
pleted. Subsequently, we added a control variable indi-
cating whether the interview was pre- or post- the
initial COVID-19 national lockdown (Tucker et al.,
2020). Though unintentional, the COVID-19 variable
also doubled as a control variable for recruitment
method; prior to the lockdown, no young people
were recruited via social media and following the lock-
down, young people were only recruited via social
media (as schools and programming closed or limited
attendance).

Couchsurfing history. Young people who couchsurf
were asked their age of leaving home; number of
couchsurfing hosts (mobility) and number of couch-
surfing episodes, with the most conservative estimate
used where ranges were provided. An episode was
each distinct period of couchsurfing, as characterized
by housing instability. Interviewers provided the fol-
lowing example to explain what an episode consti-
tuted: “For example, if you couchsurfed for a year
then moved into your own apartment for a while
then couchsurfed again, that would be two separate
episodes.”

Analysis

Stata 14.0 was used to calculate descriptive statistics.
As small samples can be sensitive to influence from
extreme cases, or outliers, three postestimation tests
(Cook’s distance, DFFITS and DFBETAS) were run
to identify which cases may be influential (Crowson,
2018). These tests identified between 4 and 22 cases
that warranted review. The authors reviewed the
tagged cases, confirmed they were not data entry
errors, and agreed there was no compelling reason
to exclude them as all the cases did follow the esti-
mated trendline. A robust regression, rather than a
standard ordinary least square regression, was used
to explore the relationship between the independent
factors and psychological distress. Robust regressions
assign weights to cases on the basis of their potential
influence or excludes cases that have a Cook’s distance
greater than 1 (thus meeting the definition of an out-
lier) (Crowson, 2018). Age-gender controlled mean

imputation was used to replace missing data for last
grade (n = 3) and total places stayed (n = 2) (Jakobsen
et al., 2017; Verardi & Croux, 2009). Appropriate
weighting led to the loss of no cases in the final model.

Results

Description of the sample

The average interviewee within the sample was a
young woman (57.1%; n = 36), who was between 18
and 20 years old (50.8%; n = 32), and had completed
high school or its equivalency (68.3%; n = 43). Those
who identified as gender diverse (trans and non-
binary) (14.3%; n = 9) and Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander (19.1%; n = 12) were over-represented
within the sample, compared to the broader Austra-
lian population.

The largest proportion of participants reported
leaving home between ages 16 and 18 (55.6%; mean:
16.9, SD: 2.3). Two-thirds (66.7%; n = 42) estimated
that they had couchsurfed on five or fewer occasions;
of those, 12 (19.1% of the total sample) were couch-
surfing for the first time when interviewed. An equal
proportion – 19.1% (n = 12) – could not estimate
how many times they had couchsurfed in their
lifetime.

When asked to estimate how many hosts they had
stayed with, as an approximate measure of mobility,
the largest proportion estimated that they had stayed
with between 1 and 5 different hosts (46.0%; n = 29).
However, eight individuals (12.8%) reported that
they had stayed with over 20 hosts.

There was no relationship between the number
of couchsurfing episodes and mobility (F = 1.29;
Prob > F = 0.26). Among the 51 individuals who
knew how many times they had couchsurfed, the
average number of hosts per episode was 4.4 (SD:
7.3; min–max: 0.3–50).

Psychological distress

Nearly seventy percent (n = 44) of the young people in
our sample met the threshold for very high levels of
psychological distress on the K10. This was then fol-
lowed by 22.2% (n = 14) who reported high levels;
and 7.9% (n = 5) who reported moderate levels. No
young person who participated in the project reported
no or low levels of psychological distress. The average
K10 score was 33.8 (SD: 7.5; min–max: 18–48).

Factors associated with psychological distress

The robust regression examined the relationship
between total K10 score, 4 categorical or dichotomized
variables (Indigenous heritage, gender, number of
couchsurfing episodes, and whether the interview

2 K. HAIL-JARES ET AL.



happened post-COVID) and 4 continuous variables
(age, last grade completed, age left home, and total
number of places stayed during last episode) (Table
1). Number of couchsurfing episodes was broken
into three categories: 1–5 episodes; 6+ episodes; and
unable to estimate.

Age was correlated with lower K10 scores, while
number of places stayed and being older when leaving
home were associated with higher scores. Female, gen-
der diverse, and Indigenous respondents were sub-
stantially more likely to have a higher score than cis-
male or Anglo-Australian peers, respectively (Table 1).

Three additional models were run, excluding the
cases that were tagged as possible outliers using the
various post-estimation commands (Appendix Table
A1). The coefficients and the statistical significance
of independent factors did not substantially change
between models, suggesting appropriate weighting.

Discussion

On the National Survey of Mental Health and Well-
being, the average Australian youth reported low
levels of psychological distress on the K10 (mean =
14.9) (Slade et al., 2011). Comparatively, our sample
of young people who couchsurf reported alarmingly
high levels of psychological distress (mean = 33.8).

Psychological distress was at least partially driven
by the number of places stayed during the last couch-
surfing experience; each additional move increased a
young person’s K10 score. Such transience suggests
less stability and more time spent evaluating and vet-
ting each (new) host (McLoughlin, 2013; Moore,
2017). While couchsurfing, then, hypervigilance may
become the norm rather than the exception. Such vet-
ting may partially explain why psychological distress
was highest among female, gender diverse, and

Indigenous young people who couchsurf. Previous
research has found that these groups experience
more hypervigilance while homeless, as they feel
more vulnerable to policing, sexual and physical
assault, and other forms of trauma (Bender et al.,
2010; Browne, 1993; Budge et al., 2014).

We suspect that youth who left home later, between
ages 18 and 25, were ageing out of existing support
systems that prioritized those under eighteen (Bender
et al., 2010). In interviews, older youth told us they had
difficulty finding services to support them and faced
additional barriers to receiving Centrelink benefits,
Australian social security payments.

Information on relationship to the hosts was not
systematically collected as part of the pre-interview
survey, but coding the qualitative data indicated that
the 63 participants described 144 unique couchsurfing
experiences in detail. Young people were most likely to
stay with friends or peers, friends’ parents, family,
some other known individual (e.g. work colleague or
supervisor; fellow congregant; etc.), stranger, or part-
ner. Future research may want to further consider
the impact of host-couchsurfer relationship on mental
health (Hail-Jares & Vichta-Ohlsen, 2021). Though
only a small number of young people stayed with
strangers, these young people may have exhausted
existing social support systems, leaving them more
vulnerable to exploitation and the resulting psycho-
logical distress.

Limitations

There are notable limitations; the sample size is small
and based upon a convenience sample, with majority
of participants recruited through social media. Small,
convenience samples are common problems when
working with a hidden population, such as young
people who couchsurf. Recruiting on social media
may introduce bias by oversampling young people
who have access to technology or the internet, thus
serving as a proxy for better socio-economic support.
However, recent research suggests such concerns may
be overstated. In three recent studies, between 80-and-
97% of young people who were experiencing home-
lessness accessed the internet at least weekly, with
between 58-and-85% using social media (Harpin
et al., 2016; Rice & Barman-Adhikari, 2014; VonHoltz
et al., 2018). Qualitatively, using the internet and
school-based recruitment also allowed us to reach
young people who did not view themselves as home-
less, and therefore, were not engaged with services
(Terui & Hsieh, 2016). In combination, then, these
various recruitment sites may have led to a more
diverse sample than depending upon only shelters or
social services. Ultimately, this research is exploratory
and indicative of relationships that warrant further
investigation. Future research can improve upon

Table 1. Robust regression results, illustrating potential
relationships between demographic and couchsurfing
factors with total K10 score.

Factor
Coef.
(β) SE 95% CI

Age, years (time of interview) −0.9** 0.3 −1.5,
−0.27

Gender
Male Ref Ref Ref
Female 4.5* 1.9 0.57, 8.3
Non-binary or Trans 10.4*** 2.6 5.3, 15.5

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 4.1* 2.0 0.02,8.2
Last grade completed −0.2 0.6 −1.5, 1.1
Number of places stayed during last
couchsurfing episode

0.1** 0.05 0.5, 0.25

Number of couchsurfing episodes
1–5 Ref Ref Ref
6+ −0.3 2.2 −4.7, 4.1
Unknown (could not estimate) −3.3 2.7 −8.8, 2.2

Age that young person left home 1.0* 0.05 −0.03, 0.2
Interview happened post-COVID 1.7 2.3 −2.9, 6.3
Number of observations 63
Prob > F 0.000

Statistical significance: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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sampling and further consider how place-based
recruitment may impact sample composition.

Conclusion

Since they are inside, young people who couchsurf are
often a lower priority for independent housing than
rough sleepers (Häggman-Laitila et al., 2018). Our
findings here, though reflecting a small sample, chal-
lenge this view. Service providers should implement
comprehensive risk screening that moves beyond
housing status at intake, and prioritize high-risk
young people regardless of their roofed status.
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Appendix

Table A1. Comparison of coefficients (β) and statistical significance across five models.

Factor
Model 1: OLS Model with

no weights

Models 2–4: Method used to identify influential
data

Model 5: Robust regression
(final model)

Model 2: Cook’s
distance

Model 3:
DFFITS

Model 4:
DFBETA

Age, years (time of interview) −0.84* −0.82** −0.83** −0.83* −0.9**
Gender
Male Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref
Female 4.5* 5.5** 5.4** 4.8* 4.5*
Non-binary or Trans 5.8* 11.6*** 11.9*** 8.8** 10.4***

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 5.2* 4.1* 4.0* 3.7+ 4.1*
Last grade completed −0.04 −0.11 −0.32 −0.20 −0.20
Number of places stayed during last
couchsurfing episode

0.16** 0.16+ 0.26** 0.25** 0.1**

Number of couchsurfing episodes
1–5 Ref Ref Ref Ref Ref
6+ 1.8 −1.8 −2.2 0.42 −0.3
Unknown (could not estimate) −3.0 −3.3 −3.3 −1.4 −3.3

Age that young person left home 1.2** 0.91+ 0.96** 0.94** 1.0*
Interview happened post-COVID 1.1 1.3 0.81 1.9 1.7
Number of observations 63 59 55 41 63
Adjusted R2 of model 0.33 0.50 0.57 0.54 N/A

Three different methods were used to identify influential cases (or potential outliers). Between 4 and 22 cases were identified as influential. Three models
were run which eliminated these cases. These models were similar in most respects and offered more explanatory value for determining cumulative
psychological distress score than the OLS model with no weights (Model 1). The coefficients and statistical significance in Model 5, the robust regression
model used in this paper, are similar to Models 2–4, where influential cases were eliminated. This suggests the weights used in Model 5 are appropriate
to address the influential cases within a small sample. As no cases were lost once a weighted model was used, this also suggests the influence of indi-
vidual cases may be a result of the small sample size [Statistical significance: +0.1 > p > 0.05; *p < 0.05; **0.05 > p > 0.01; ***0.01 > p > 0.005].
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