
 

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder among 

Homeless Adults in Sydney 

K. M. Taylor 

This is a Master of Science thesis, submitted in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements of the Doctor of Clinical Psychology/ Master of Science degree, 

School of Psychology, University of Sydney, 2006. 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Sydney eScholarship

https://core.ac.uk/display/41230107?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For Richard 



 iii 

CONTENTS 

PREFACE ..................................................................................................................viii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ....................................................................................... ix 
ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................. 1 
CHAPTER 1 General Introduction ........................................................................... 3 

1.1. Understanding Homelessness ............................................................................. 4 
1.1.1. International Perspectives ..................................................................................................... 4 

1.1.2. Australian Perspective ........................................................................................................... 6 

1.2. Mental Illness, Trauma and Homelessness ....................................................... 13 
1.2.1. Homelessness and Mental Illness ........................................................................................ 14 

1.2.2. Homelessness and Trauma .................................................................................................. 19 

1.2.3. Linking Mental Illness and Trauma .................................................................................... 21 

1.3. Posttraumatic Stress Disorder ........................................................................... 25 
1.3.1. PTSD Definitions ................................................................................................................ 26 

1.3.2. Homelessness and PTSD .................................................................................................... 29 

1.3.3. Summary ............................................................................................................................. 35 

1.4. Development and Maintenance of PTSD.......................................................... 36 
1.4.1. Approaches to Understanding PTSD .................................................................................. 37 

1.4.2. Cognitive Models of PTSD ................................................................................................. 41 

1.4.3. Homelessness and an Integrated Cognitive Model of PTSD .............................................. 54 

1.5. Aims and Hypotheses ....................................................................................... 56 
1.5.1. Study One: PTSD Prevalence and Onset ............................................................................ 56 

1.5.2. Study Two: The Role of Cognitions in PTSD ..................................................................... 57 

CHAPTER 2 Study One: PTSD Prevalence and Onset ......................................... 58 
2.1. Method .............................................................................................................. 62 

2.1.1. Participants .......................................................................................................................... 62 

2.1.2. Materials ............................................................................................................................. 63 

2.1.3. Procedure ............................................................................................................................ 69 

2.2. Results ............................................................................................................... 72 
2.2.1. Sample Characteristics ........................................................................................................ 72 

2.2.2. Housing History .................................................................................................................. 76 

2.2.3. Trauma ................................................................................................................................ 79 

2.2.4. Posttraumatic Stress Disorder ............................................................................................. 82 

2.3. Discussion ......................................................................................................... 85 



 iv 

CHAPTER 3 Study Two: The Role of Cognitions in PTSD .................................. 89 
3.1. Method .............................................................................................................. 93 

3.1.1. Participants .......................................................................................................................... 93 

3.1.2. Materials ............................................................................................................................. 94 

3.1.3. Procedure ............................................................................................................................ 99 

3.2. Results ............................................................................................................. 101 
3.2.1. Comparing Those With and Without Current PTSD ........................................................ 101 

3.2.2. Early Maladaptive Schemas, Posttraumatic Cognitions and PTSD .................................. 112 

3.3. Discussion ....................................................................................................... 119 

CHAPTER 4 General Discussion ........................................................................... 123 
4.1. Summary of Major Findings ........................................................................... 123 

4.2. Strengths and Limitations ............................................................................... 125 

4.3. Results of Study One: PTSD Prevalence and Onset ....................................... 127 
4.3.1. Findings ............................................................................................................................ 127 

4.3.2. Public Policy Implications ................................................................................................ 131 

4.3.3. Service Provision Implications ......................................................................................... 134 

4.4. Results of Study Two: The Role of Cognitions in PTSD ............................... 135 
4.4.1. Findings ............................................................................................................................ 135 

4.4.2. Theoretical Implications ................................................................................................... 139 

4.4.3. Treatment Implications ..................................................................................................... 141 

4.5. Directions for Future Research ....................................................................... 143 

4.6. Conclusions ..................................................................................................... 144 

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................... 146 
APPENDIX A Diagnostic Criteria for PTSD ........................................................ 178 
APPENDIX B Schema Domains and Schemas ..................................................... 183 
APPENDIX C Poster Advising of Research Study ............................................... 191 
APPENDIX D Participant Information Statement .............................................. 193 
APPENDIX E Consent Form .................................................................................. 196 
APPENDIX F List of Free Mental Health Services .............................................. 198 
APPENDIX G Ethics Approval .............................................................................. 201 
APPENDIX H Structured Clinical Interview ....................................................... 204 
APPENDIX I Rating Scales .................................................................................... 256 
APPENDIX J Trauma Visual Analogue Scale ...................................................... 262 
APPENDIX K Homelessness Visual Analogue Scale ........................................... 264 
  



 v 

APPENDIX L Results (SPSS Output Files) ........................................................... 266 
L.1 Descriptive Statistics ......................................................................................... 266 
L.2 Chi-Square Tests ............................................................................................... 283 
L.3 T Tests ................................................................................................................ 290 
L.4 Mann-Whitney Tests ......................................................................................... 295 
L.5 Scatterplot .......................................................................................................... 296 
L.6 Correlations ....................................................................................................... 297 
L.7 Regressions ......................................................................................................... 298



 vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1. Australian Prevalence Rates of Current Mental Disorders (%) ................. 17 

Table 2. Demographic Characteristics ..................................................................... 73 

Table 3. DASS21 Results ......................................................................................... 76 

Table 4. Housing History ......................................................................................... 78 

Table 5. Rates of Trauma Experience ...................................................................... 79 

Table 6. Types of Trauma and Most Traumatic Experience .................................... 81 

Table 7. PTSD Diagnosis: None, Past, or Current ................................................... 83 

Table 8. PTSD Diagnosis: DSM-IV versus ICD-10 ................................................ 84 

Table 9. Schema Domains and Early Maladaptive Schemas ................................... 98 

Table 10. Significant Differences Between Those With and Without PTSD .......... 105 

Table 11. Predicting PTSD Diagnosis: Binary Logistic Regression Model ............ 114 

Table 12. Test of Mediation (1): Multiple Regression Analysis .............................. 116 

Table 13. Test of Mediation (2): Multiple Regression Analysis .............................. 117



 vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. R obinson’s M odel of Iterative H om elessness and M ental D isorders ......... 22 

Figure 2. E hlers and C lark’s C ognitive M odel of P T S D  ............................................ 46 

Figure 3. Foa and Rothbaum ’s S chem atic M odel of E m otional P rocessing  .............. 50 

Figure 4. PTSD Diagnosis: Males versus Females..................................................... 83 

Figure 5. Impact of Event Scale –  Revised .............................................................. 102 

Figure 6. Posttraumatic Cognitions Inventory .......................................................... 107 

Figure 7. Early Maladaptive Schemas ...................................................................... 109 

Figure 8. Schema Domains ....................................................................................... 111 

Figure 9. Mediational Model .................................................................................... 118 

 



K. M. Taylor PTSD Among Homeless Adults 

 viii 

PREFACE 

Data was collected for this research project from the following Mission Australia 

services: C am pbell H ouse; F airlight C entre; L ou’s P lace; A  W om an’s P lace; R aw son 

Centre; and Missionbeat.  Data was also collected from Vincentian Village owned by 

St V incent de P aul and the W om en and G irls’ E m ergency C entre, w hich is a m em ber 

of the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program.  Participants were paid with 

funds I acquired in a Postgraduate Research Grant awarded by The University of 

Sydney.  I undertook all the data collection and with the support of my primary 

supervisor Dr Louise Sharpe, designed the project, analysed the results, and wrote the 

thesis.  Richard Hauer assisted in compiling the database and formatting this 

document.  The thesis is entirely original. 
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ABSTRACT 

A number of international studies reveal high prevalence rates of posttraumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) within homeless populations.  Recent research on PTSD indicates 

that cognitive responses to trauma are critical in determining who develops the 

disorder.  In Australia, a number of studies indicate exceptionally high rates of trauma 

experience among homeless adults, yet PTSD has not been investigated in this cohort.  

Therefore, the primary aim of this project was to improve understanding of PTSD and 

related cognitions in a sample of homeless adults in Sydney.  The project attempts to 

determine the prevalence of PTSD and its onset in relation to homelessness (Study 

One) and also explores the role of cognitions in PTSD (Study Two).  The sample 

consisted of seventy homeless men and women aged 18 to 73 years, who were 

randomly sampled through eight homeless services.  A computer-assisted face-to-face 

structured clinical interview was conducted for each participant.  The majority of the 

sample stated that they had experienced at least one traumatic event in their lifetime 

(98.2%).  The twelve-month prevalence of PTSD was higher among homeless adults 

in Sydney in comparison to the Australian general population (41.1% versus 1.5%).  

In 59.1% of cases, the onset of PTSD was found to have occurred before the age of 

the first reported homeless episode.  In a comparison of those with and without a 

current diagnosis of PTSD, it was found that those with PTSD scored significantly 

higher overall on measures of posttraumatic cognitions and early maladaptive 

schemas.  In particular, this group scored higher on schemas that centre on the world 

being entirely dangerous and the self being totally inept.  A mediational analysis 

showed that when trauma and mental health care were controlled, the relationship 

between early maladaptive schemas and PTSD symptom severity was mediated by 
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posttraumatic cognitions.  It was concluded that homeless adults in Sydney frequently 

experience trauma and PTSD, which typically precedes homelessness.  It was also 

concluded that among homeless adults, posttraumatic cognitions and early 

maladaptive schemas appear to play an important role in PTSD and may be associated 

with symptom severity.  These findings have implications for public policy on 

homelessness and mental health, homeless service provision, PTSD theory, and PTSD 

treatment for homeless adults. 


