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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ meanings 
of home: a systematic scoping review

Jacek Andersta , Kate Huntera,b, Julieann Coombesa, Alinta Trindalla, 
Bobby Porykalia, Camila Kairuz Santosa and Tamara Mackeana,b

aGuunu-maana (Heal) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Program, The George Institute for 
Global Health, UNSW, Sydney, Australia; bCollege of Medicine and Public Health, Flinders University 
of South Australia, Australia

ABSTRACT
Meanings of home differ across cultures, ontologies, and geogra-
phies. Housing literature predominantly applies a Western world-
view to home, with home meaning a dwelling and a site of 
belonging, economic value and social reproduction. First Peoples’ 
meanings of home are largely rendered invisible and undervalued 
within this discourse. A systematic scoping review explored mean-
ings of home from the perspective of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in Australia. Applying Indigenous research method-
ology, only records that privileged the voices of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people were included. A non-Aboriginal 
researcher was guided by the knowledges and perspectives of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers to develop a cultur-
ally appropriate overview on home. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people’s meanings of home are relational. Home is about 
relationships to family, community, culture, Country, spirituality, and 
a sense of ontological belonging and safety. This review expands 
the housing studies mindset on home, centring First Peoples’ mean-
ings of home within an Indigenous framing and methodology.

Abbreviations:  ACT: Australian Capital Territory; CASP: Critical 
Appraisal Skills Programme; NGO: Non-government organisation; 
NSW: New South Wales; NT: Northern Territory; QLD: Queensland; 
SA: South Australia; SAAP: Supported Accommodation Assistance 
Program; SEWB: Social and emotional wellbeing; WA: Western 
Australia

Introduction

Meanings of home are not universal nor are they static (Meers, 2023). Home is 
societally and contextually constructed, subject to differences in worldview, gender, 
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age, class and cultural background (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Easthope, 2004; Meers, 
2023; Parsell, 2012; Saunders & Williams, 1988; Veness, 1993). An understanding 
of what home means provides the ideological and ontological backdrop to numerous 
fields of research (Heywood, 2005; Lashewicz et  al., 2021; Pohl et  al., 2022). These 
explorations of home are beneficial to understand the relationship between individ-
uals, communities, place, environment and society (Blunt, 2006). However, theoretical 
debate and empirical research exploring home has primarily been from the lens of 
people from the settler-colonial countries of Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and 
the USA, the colonizing country of Britain and European nations (hereafter we use 
the term ‘Western’ to indicate these states), limiting the understanding of home 
among groups who hold non-Western worldviews, such as First Peoples of 
settler-colonial countries.

Recognizing that there is not one single universal Western perspective on home, 
it is nevertheless important to consider how meanings of home have been narrated 
in the Western literature. Similarly, First People’s perspectives on home are not 
universal, as First Peoples are not one homogenous group. However there are key 
divergences from the Western perspective on home, based on the literature. From 
a Western perspective, home has been described in a multitude of ways that underlie 
its importance as a socio-spatial place. Home is a physical shelter for people to live 
in, historically depicted as a dwelling for the heterosexual, nuclear family unit in a 
suburban area (Blunt, 2006; Cook et  al., 2016; Merriam-Webster, 2022), as well as 
‘an idea and an imaginary imbued with feelings… a spatial imaginary’ (Blunt, 2006, 
p. 22). Rich debate building on Western philosophical theories of people’s attachment 
to place explored by Heidegger (1971) and Bourdieu (1979), emphasize the social 
- including class and gender relations – and emotional as integral to home. Home 
has been explored as a site where social relations and institutions are reproduced 
(Giddens, 1984), and the coming together of physical housing and the social unit 
of the household as a social-spatial system and site of ontological security (Saunders 
& Williams, 1988; Somerville, 1992). Scholars of geography, psychology and housing 
studies have debated meanings of home as a feeling, sense of belonging and social 
emplacement, with the physical dwelling as the place where these feelings, belongings 
and social dynamics are generally emplaced (Mallett, 2004).

First People’s meanings of home are imbued with connection to land and place, 
culturally-specific ontologies, knowledges, histories and practices that tie people to 
land. Underpinning First People’s knowledge systems is the inseparability between 
people and land that is intrinsic to cultural identity and belonging. Māori people 
of Aotearoa describe themselves as tangata whenna or ‘people of the land’, with 
caring for land an integral part of home and belonging (Hay, 1998; Stats, 2021). In 
Australia, the term Country describes the lands, waterways and skies that Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples are connected to, and the energy, knowledges, 
life-giving force, and familial, cultural, spiritual and ancestral ties that relate to being 
on Country (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 
2022; Taylor-Bragge et  al., 2021). Relationship to Country comes from the Dreaming, 
which is an understanding of how life originally came to be, forming the rules of 
how to relate with Country and knowledge systems (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). 
Country is everywhere; relationship to Country is not an experience solely of First 
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Nations people who live in rural, regional or remote communities, it is also expe-
rienced by those who live on Country in urban areas and major centres in Australia 
(Behrendt, 2006). Colonization has had a profoundly detrimental and demoralizing 
impact on First Peoples’ connection to Country, shaping what home means (McGuire 
& Murdoch, 2022; Moreton-Robinson, 2015). First Peoples’ have been continually 
excluded from Country and property rights in settler-colonial states to the benefit 
of White people (Norris & Nandedkar, 2022). In Australia, racist colonial legislation, 
policies and practices have forcibly separated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people from Country and moved to reserves, missions and stations. Child removal 
from families and communities, known as the Stolen Generations, dislocated 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from home (Commonwealth of Australia, 
1997). The Policy of Assimilation (1961) imposed British settler’s norms through 
housing, employment and welfare to assimilate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people into ‘the same manner of living as other Australians’ (Commonwealth 
Government, 1961, p. 1). Similarly, in Canada, assimilationist policies led to First 
Nations children being removed from their families and placed in residential schools 
in the 1940s, and with non-Indigenous families from the 1960s in what is known 
as the Sixties Scoop (McKenzie et  al., 2016). For Inuvik people of Yellowknife, 
Canada, the context of settler colonialism informs what home means, with home 
as not necessarily a house, but the security provided from living independently of 
the colonial state and leading a way of life on one’s land according to cultural tra-
ditions (Christensen, 2013).

Internationally, there has been some explicit exploration in the literature into 
First Peoples’ meanings of home – for example, scholars in Canada researching the 
connection between First Peoples’ meanings of home and wellbeing (Bowra & 
Mashford-Pringle, 2021; Christensen, 2013) and one study in Australia about Jerrinja 
people’s relational meanings of home (Penfold et  al., 2020). Two of these three 
studies provide a rich exploration of home from the perspective of three groups of 
First Nations people – Indigenous people of Inuvik and Yellowknife, Canada, and 
Jerrinja people, Australia. A systematic scoping review was undertaken to explore 
any further available evidence pertaining to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s meanings of home and identify the types of evidence available in Australia. 
It was conducted at the interface of two worldviews, Indigenous worldviews and 
Western worldviews – interface methodology – harnessing the strength of Indigenous 
and Western methods and methodologies of research to develop new knowledge, 
with neither system of knowledge considered superior over the other (Durie, 2004). 
We followed a Western systematic scoping review process, a Western method of 
research, and conducted the review within an Indigenous research paradigm and 
Indigenous governance structure (Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council 
of NSW, 2020; Wilson, 2008). Centring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ 
ontologies and lived experience through an Indigenous research paradigm expands 
the narrative on home with and for First Peoples in Australia. Given the similarities 
between First Peoples’ experiences of ongoing colonization in other settler-colonial 
states, this review is of benefit to First People’s globally. The review was undertaken 
as part of a broader research project exploring the meanings of home for, and 
desired outcomes of, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social housing tenants 
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on Dharawal and Bidiagal Country (South-East Sydney), with the aim to respectfully 
learn from this knowledge to develop resources for, and with, tenants.

Materials and methods

A systematic scoping review was deemed an appropriate method, as the objectives 
and review questions are broad, the review aims to map information relating to a 
concept, i.e. in this case, the concept of home, and provides an overview of evidence 
that is heterogenous in both method and discipline (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Tricco 
et al., 2018). This review applies interface methodology, using the strengths of Western 
and Indigenous research methods and worldviews (Durie, 2005). Indigenous world-
views, and thus ways of knowing, being and doing, are grounded in relationships, 
emphasizing a way of seeing that is holistic and relational and a belief in multiple 
truths (Wilson, 2008). Western worldviews, particularly in Western sciences, emphasize 
objectivity and positivism, aiming to capture a singular truth, and is a way of know-
ing that dominates research institutions worldwide (Smith, 1999). Western social 
sciences have moved away from objectivism and towards subjectivism, through an 
interpretivist research paradigm, for example. However interpretivism is distinct from 
Indigenous ways of knowing. Indigenous and Western ways of knowing are weaved 
throughout this review, producing new knowledge by bringing together the strengths 
of both knowledge systems as per interface methodology (Durie, 2005). In terms of 
Western ways of knowing, this review was conducted in the traditional Western 
method of a systematic scoping review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), and it was led 
by a non-Aboriginal researcher. Indigenous ways of knowing were applied to the 
review by grounding it within an Indigenous research paradigm (Wilson, 2008). This 
means it was situated within an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander governance 
structure, the team acknowledged ongoing colonization, actively privileged First 
People’s lived experiences and worldviews, took a strengths-based approach, appro-
priately positioned the lead author, and data analysis occurred in a cyclical, iterative 
and collective cycle of with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Aboriginal 
Health and Medical Research Council of NSW, 2020; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008). 
The review was conducted within an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander governance 
structure that underpins the broader research project. Three Dharawal and Bidiagal 
community members with lived experience as social housing tenants guide the overall 
project and are in control of decisions relating to the research, including idea gen-
eration, question development, and ways of working in a culturally appropriate and 
beneficial way (Aboriginal Health and Medical Research Council of NSW, 2020). The 
non-Aboriginal first author and the three Dharawal and Bidiagal community members 
have a strong relationship built through trust, listening and respect for one another, 
a relational way of working that facilitates genuine partnership and community 
engagement. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers within the Guunu-maana 
(Heal) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Program at The George Institute 
for Global Health, Aboriginal supervisors (JC & TM) and cultural mentors provide 
additional guidance. The governance structure is the backbone for how the broader 
research project and this scoping review are conducted. Scoping review questions 
were developed under the direction of three Dharawal and Bidiagal community 
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members (LR, MM and LT). Exploring meanings of home was considered a foun-
dational element to the broader research project and aligned with community pri-
orities, namely improved housing outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people in urban Sydney (Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies, 2020). Question development was also supported by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander researchers (JC, TM, BP and AT) and a non-Aboriginal researcher (KH).

An Indigenous research paradigm is crucial grounding for a study relating to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as colonization facilitates Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia to be ‘researched on’ by non-Aboriginal 
people, causing harm through ongoing disempowerment and deficit-based represen-
tations and narratives (Geia et  al., 2013; Sherwood, 2010). The authors of this review 
acknowledge the negative impacts of the continual colonization of Australia and 
purposefully designed the research to counteract colonial narratives. Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ lived experiences, ways of knowing, voices and knowl-
edges are privileged (Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008) and the review is purposefully 
strengths-based (Fogarty et  al., 2018; Geia et  al., 2013).

The review applies Indigenous standpoint theory (Moreton-Robinson, 2013) and 
reflexivity (Etherington, 2004). The lead author (JA) is a non-Aboriginal queer, 
non-binary trans person who acknowledges their socially, culturally and politically 
privileged standpoint as a White, Eastern European settler living on Gadigal Country, 
Sydney (Moreton-Robinson, 2013). Throughout the research process JA engaged in 
reflexivity, keeping a journal to note how their standpoint as a White settler with 
a Western upbringing impacted the search strategy, record selection, data extraction, 
interpretation of data and analysis, quality assessment and write-up, and discussed 
their reflections in bimonthly yarns with senior Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
and non-Aboriginal researchers to ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s views were centred (Jootun et  al., 2009; Meers, 2023).

The review purposefully privileged Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 
voices in its eligibility criteria, a choice made as the study was underpinned theo-
retically within an Indigenous research methodology and paradigm. Eligibility criteria 
were records that included information on Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples’ meanings of home, derived from the voices of Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander peoples, and set in Australia in any urban, rural or remote location. 
Records were limited to those with direct firsthand quotes from Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander people, were written by, or the information was clearly derived 
from, the voices of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples. A flow on effect 
of the criteria was that yarning, storytelling and interviews would likely be the 
methods used. This also aligned with an Indigenous research methodology, as yarning 
and storytelling are Indigenous methods and methodologies that honour First People’s 
ways of knowing (Archibald et  al., 2019). For example, yarning is a relaxed, informal 
conversation, a culturally appropriate way to pass on knowledge, and a learning 
process (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Geia et  al., 2013). Storytelling is also an 
Indigenous method used to gather knowledge organically, a way of knowing that 
aligns with Indigenous ontologies (Kovach, 2009).

The search strategy was developed by all authors, and supported by a non-Aboriginal 
university librarian, see Table 1 Search Strategy. The search was conducted in seven 
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databases; ProQuest, PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, Google (Advanced search), 
Australian Indigenous HealthInfoNet and The Lowitja Institute (Australia’s national 
institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health research). Search results 
from PubMed, Scopus and Proquest were imported into EndNote and screened in 
Covidence, a systematic review management website. The searches in Google 
Advanced and Google Scholar included ‘Aboriginal’, ‘Torres Strait Islander’ in the 
field ‘All these words’ and included the phrases ‘meaning of home’, ‘notion of home’, 
‘idea of home’ and ‘concept of home’, in separate searches. The Australian Indigenous 
HealthInfoNet is a database that generates content on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in Australia. This search involved searching within ‘titles and 
abstracts’ and used the term ‘home*’ in the field ‘contains some’.

ProQuest, PubMed and Scopus database results were imported to EndNote, and 
duplicates removed. The results of each separate Google search were copied to a 
spreadsheet and duplicates identified manually. The number of search results and 
removal of duplicates was documented methodically in a spreadsheet with the 
exception of results from HealthInfoNet. Due to the high volume of search results 
and limited capabilities of the HealthInfoNet search engine, only potentially eligible 
results were documented in a spreadsheet and duplicates were manually identified 
against the existing list of all search results. The search was restricted to texts pub-
lished in the previous fifty-year period. Each Google Scholar and Google (Advanced 
search) search was limited to the first 20 pages.

Three researchers (JA, CK and AT) screened titles and abstracts, full texts, and 
extracted data from the final eligible records. The titles and abstracts, and full texts, 
of all search results were screened by JA, and a separate independent screen took 
place by a second researcher (CK and AT) on a random sample (10%) of results. 
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. Any record type, research design 
or method was considered. Records were limited to the English language.

Data from the final records were extracted by JA, and a second researcher (CK) 
conducted data extraction of 10% of the records to ensure consistency. Disagreements 
were resolved through consensus. The final extracted data were coded in Nvivo 
version 12 and thematically analysed by the first author. Initial themes were dis-
cussed with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers (JC, TM, BP, AT), and 
a non-Aboriginal researcher (KH).

All records were quality assessed. The purpose of quality assessment generally is 
to indicate the methodological rigor of papers included in a review. This allows for 
readers to situate the findings and ascertain their methodological strength. Quality 
assessment of all records ascertained the extent that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander values and ethics were applied to the included records. The Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Quality Appraisal Tool was used to assesses all records from 

Table 1. S earch Strategy.
1. noft(Aborigin* OR ‘Torres Strait Island*’ OR Indigen* OR ‘First Nations’)
2. (noft(meaning* NEAR/2 home*) OR noft(concept* NEAR/2 home*) OR noft(idea* NEAR/2 home*) OR 

noft(perspective* NEAR/2 home*) OR noft(notion* NEAR/2 home*))
3. 1 AND 2

Note: Table 1 shows the ProQuest search conducted 12 January 2022. Search strategies for remaining databases 
are the same or similar in structure and search terms.
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an Indigenous perspective (Harfield et  al., 2020). Records on this topic were pri-
marily conducted within a Western research paradigm and thus it is particularly 
important to ascertain their strength according to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander research principles. Records were quality assessed by three authors (JA, JC 
and AT). The tool requires researchers to answer fourteen questions, across topics 
of community consultation, Indigenous governance, leadership, respect for community 
protocols, two-way learning and benefit, with the option to answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’, 
‘Partially’ or ‘Unclear’. For this review, a ‘Yes’ response indicated explicit evidence, 
and ‘No’ indicated sufficient evidence that the record did not apply the related 
principles or actions. As there are varied interpretations of benefit, a ‘Yes’ response 
indicated explicit statement of benefit to communities, either as reimbursement of 
participants or a tangible outcome resulting from the research, or a statement was 
made about the research providing benefit.

Given that the data in this review relies heavily on the voices of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people generated from qualitative, Indigenous and multi meth-
ods research, journalism, NGO program work, and a government plan, it is crucial 
to assess methodological rigor to appropriately situate the findings of this review. 
Qualitative studies were assessed against the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 
(CASP) Qualitative Studies Checklist (Critical Appraisal Skills Programme, 2022), a 
tool endorsed by the Cochrane Qualitative and Implementation Methods Group 
(Long et  al., 2020). The CASP checklist was only used to assess studies that explicitly 
applied qualitative methodologies. Mixed methods studies were assessed using the 
Mixed Methods Appraisal tool 2018 (Hong et  al., 2018). News articles and content 
produced by NGOs were considered separately.

Results

The search was conducted in January 2022. A total of 1710 results were generated. 
At title and abstract screening stage, 1,449 records were screened, and 1,408 were 
excluded. Forty-one (n = 41) records remained for full text screening. These 41 
records were assessed for eligibility and 20 were excluded. Twenty-one (n = 21) 
records met the inclusion criteria. See Figure 1 for the search flowchart.

Types of evidence

Of the 21 included records, there were eight reports, four research journal articles, 
two news articles, two theses, one article published on an NGO website, one book 
chapter, one essay published in a peer-reviewed journal, one government discussion 
paper, and one government housing action plan, see Table 2 for a full list of included 
records and their characteristics. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people 
were the primary focus of 18 of 21 records. Fourteen of 21 records were developed 
for the purposes of research and ten were peer-reviewed. Qualitative and Indigenous 
methodologies and methods were mainly used across the records. One article used 
a household survey with quantitative and qualitative components, however only the 
qualitative data were used in this review. Direct quotes were available in 19 of 21 
records. Of the two records that did not include quotes, one involved semi-structured 
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discussions with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people about concepts of 
‘home’ and ‘homelessness’, with authors reporting they ‘endeavoured to report the 
information as heard without bias’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013). Another 
record provided a narrative summary of a household survey on home ownership 
on communal title lands in four Aboriginal community settlements in Queensland 
(Moran et  al., 2002).

Quality assessment

Assessing against the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Quality Appraisal Tool, 
two studies exemplified evidence on all 14 questions and seven scored moderately 
(4–8 ‘Yes’), see Supplementary Table 1. Nine records scored poorly (1–3 ‘Yes’), as 
they did not provide sufficient evidence on priorities, community engagement, 
management and control of intellectual and cultural property, learning opportu-
nities, capacity building, and benefit. Three records showed no evidence on any 
of the 14 questions. Overall, records scored highly on a strengths-based approach, 

Figure 1. S earch flowchart.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2024.2389984
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with 17 records acknowledging colonization and imposition of Western value 
systems and/or used positive images and language about people and culture. An 
Indigenous research paradigm underlay five records. Eight records engaged a 
diverse range of stakeholders for community consultation, or clearly demonstrated 
appropriate inclusivity through consultation with representative organizations. 
Seven records were led or co-led by Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people, 
demonstrating leadership, and First Nations research governance was clear in six 
records, evident in the establishment of Aboriginal Reference Groups or Steering 
Committees.

Ten qualitative research records were identified and appraised, see Supplementary 
Table 2. Studies were of moderate quality according to CASP criteria. Aims and 
findings were stated clearly and qualitative methodology was appropriate in all 
records, and eight of nine studies were valuable in terms of the contribution made 
to existing knowledge. Six studies provided sufficient evidence of appropriate research 
design and considered the relationship between researchers and participants. However, 
few studies (3 of 9) reported consideration of ethical issues and five lacked rigor 
in data analysis. The two mixed methods studies both had clear research questions, 
and their data allowed the questions to be adequately addressed. There was not, 
however, adequate rationale provided for use of mixed methods. Different compo-
nents of the data were sufficiently integrated to address the research questions, but 
it was unclear whether outputs were adequately interpreted, and divergences between 
qualitative and quantitative data were not addressed.

Considering the quality of news articles and content produced by NGOs requires 
looking beyond pre-determined tools and instead considering authors’ standpoint 
and values. Two news articles were published in the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation, a public service broadcaster with a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) 
that commits to respecting Indigenous people and culture in its content. Both articles 
were strengths-based, with positive stories and imagery, and notably, the Bryce article 
(2019) was by a journalist descending from the Barkindji people. The Anglicare 
Australia article did not perpetuate harmful views and their RAP commitments 
include building respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures.

Context

The voices of people included in this review are varied and are indicative of the 
diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and communities. 
Meanings of home are informed by people’s cultures, gender, age, tenure, geographies, 
experiences of homelessness, experiences of Stolen Generations survivors, and con-
nections to family, culture, Country, and spirituality. Experiences span across public 
and community housing, private rental, and/or private home ownership in urban, 
rural and remote locations across States and Territories of Australia. Records include 
the voices of people in NSW (n = 5), QLD (n = 8), WA (n = 4), NT (n = 4), SA (n = 3), 
ACT (n = 1) and nationally (n = 2). It was not feasible to map the findings according 
to geographic area and Country as some quotes were from people who did not 
specify their location.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2024.2389984
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2024.2389984


Housing Studies 1909

Meanings of home

Based on the voices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the 21 records, 
meanings of home were found to be relational, culturally-specific and more than a 
shelter. Connection to family, community, culture, land and Country, and spirituality 
were what made home. With these connections, home was imbued with a sense of 
belonging, security, identity and permanence.

Home as family and community connection
Home was overwhelmingly described as family and community, evident in 19 of 21 
records. Being with family or with loved ones was consistently considered to be 
home by multiple people. Hosting family and being together with people and com-
munity were integral to home. Home as family was further evidenced through 
descriptions of home as connection to one’s bloodline. The following quotes are 
examples of home meaning family, togetherness and being with people:

Aboriginal people, it’s more to do with togetherness and people, there’s not so much value 
placed on material things, on having a TV or a bed – Indigenous SAAP worker (Keys 
Young, 1999).

Home for me is family. But I have to call housing to report if I have family staying. 
They don’t understand our ways – First Nations person, Kaurna Country (The Australian 
Centre for Housing Innovation, 2019).

Home is not necessarily a physical structure, but an attachment to a home area or a 
home group – Indigenous government officer (Keys Young, 1999).

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare survey (2019a) of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people’s perspectives on home and homelessness found that 
home is family and kinship which provide a connection to culture and access to 
resources. Greenop & Memmott (2016), Judd et  al. (2003) and Penfold et  al. (2020) 
show the importance of multiple generations living together as intergenerational 
family connection is a part of continuing culture. In Queensland, a study of 
Indigenous home ownership on communal title lands described how First People’s 
preferred to own a house in Cherbourg – a former mission, today under Aboriginal 
community control – because of family and community connection:

Community – it’s home, family and culture; tried living outside [of Cherbourg] – not 
the same – First Nations person, Queensland (Memmott et  al., 2009).

Being able to host family or community was an important aspect of home, at times 
described as a cultural obligation, with sharing of resources being a source of pride, and 
a part of making a house a home. Community connection in the urban context was 
evident in Behrendt’s (2009) description of Aboriginal Sydney’s community organizations 
– women’s legal services, a First Nations radio station and childcare centres – as political, 
cultural and spiritual homes and sites of collective identity and pride.

Home as connection to Country, culture and spirituality
Thirteen records evidenced home to mean Country, which in turn connected people 
to culture and spirituality. The term ‘home’ was often used interchangeably with 
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Country or traditional land or seas. One Jerrinja Elder voiced that he would ‘love 
to come back home’ (Penfold, 2017), referring to Jerrinja Country. Connection to 
Country was described by Jerrinja people as an ancestral tie to the land, with one 
Jerrinja Elder voicing that connection to Country was a spiritual feeling that pro-
vided a sense of home:

Wherever we live we’ve got to have this freedom of our spirit. And it’s a strong spiritual 
feeling but it’s also a physical feeling. We have to have that space [that is the connection 
that comprises Country] – Jerrinja Elder (Penfold et  al., 2020).

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in four other records described 
Country as a connection to ancestors and spirituality, with one woman saying:

I feel a spiritual connection to this place [island of origin] because of my ancestor’s 
connection, especially out the back here, you can feel it – Torres Strait Islander woman 
(Watkin Lui, 2012).

Clark (2012) and Penfold (2017); Penfold et  al. (2020) described traditional lands 
and community as inseparable. In consultations with First People’s for Shelter South 
Australia, home was described to mean:

…traditional lands where community and landscape come together to create an unqualified 
sense of union – Workshop participant, Kaurna Country (Clark, 2012).

Country to Jerrinja people was described as home, as Country is where one’s people 
and knowledge are. Jerrinja people experienced Country as an entity, and a relationship 
was said to be fostered with not only people but also with Country, showing how rela-
tionality is about the human as well as non-human (Penfold, 2017; Penfold et  al., 2020).

While home was at times described as a physical place where one lives, with a 
bed and facilities (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013; Cooper & Morris, 2005; Knox, 
2006), home was also conceptualized as both a dwelling and as Country or tradi-
tional lands. One person living on Kaurna Country said:

For me the meaning of home has many layers. There is home, which are my traditional 
lands, where I feel safe… But my house where I live in Adelaide is my home because it 
is where my family comes and it is our safe haven from a sometimes hostile world – 
First Nations person (Clark, 2012).

A sense of belonging and safety through connection to people and country
Connection to Country and community were said to provide a sense of belonging 
to place and/or people in 12 records. Home, Country and community were consid-
ered intrinsically linked to culture, cultural practices and ontologies in seven records, 
with an example in the following quote:

A real home for me is back to my tradition. I would like to go bush and do the tradi-
tional ways for a while. With my kids and re-teach, re-learn and then maybe come back 
into society – First Nations woman (Cooper & Morris, 2005).

In the following excerpt, a young mother described her first visit to Jaru Country, 
and the deep sense of belonging and identity this visit provided:
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It was an amazing feeling for me to stay on my traditional lands for the first time. I 
tried to absorb everything: every flower, tree, hill, termite mound, sand colour, etc. I felt 
a solid sense of self as I knew where I come from and what my ancestral lands look 
like. I can take that with me wherever I go, that I will always have a home in this land 
– Indigenous mother, Western Australia (Anglicare Australia, 2017).

An Aboriginal woman from the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) lands 
described the interconnection between Country, culture, and lore and how it links 
to identity and belonging:

As [an] Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, Country is the most important thing, and 
everything else falls into place around that. From Country comes culture and lore. It is 
literally part of our identity, and people have to respect and take care of our lands and 
waters, no matter what their race, because at the end of the day, if you are damaging 
Country, you are damaging people’s identity – Tanita Paige, Anangu woman, South 
Australia (Salvation Army, 2021).

Home was also said to be about safety, and associated with Country, togetherness 
and family. Clark (2012), Cooper & Morris (2005), Keys Young (1999) and Knox 
(2006) showed evidence of home described as safety from physical or emo-
tional harm.

Fracturing of home
Colonial legislation, policies and practices, including the racist practice of assimi-
lation resulting in the Stolen Generations, means some people are not able to return 
to their traditional lands or Country, and subsequently lose connection to homeland 
or people. These experiences were described in Watkin Lui (2012), Penfold (2017) 
and Keys Young (1999) as a loss of home. A loss of home was considered in some 
instances to be distinct from the Western concept of homelessness, as First Peoples 
can lose their home, i.e. their Country, through dispossession, while homelessness 
often refers to the loss of a shelter (Keys Young, 1999; Penfold, 2017). Homelessness 
was the focus of one third (n = 7) of the records, three of which explored spiritual 
homelessness, a category of homelessness that relates to a state of being when sep-
arated from traditional land, family or kinship networks (Keys Young, 1999). A 
young Aboriginal person in Knox’s study highlights the strong meaning of home 
tied to connection to family, identity, and place of origin, and shows how child 
removal policies have led to a fracturing of home:

I mean homelessness for me is not just being without a home or a house to live in. It’s 
not having a real strong connection with your family members or with anybody who you 
want to have strong connections with who know your family members, who know where 
you come from, who know if you’re a ‘stolen generation’ child for instance and nobody 
knows where you’re from, then you feel homeless because you can’t get a grasp of who 
you are or where you are coming from or where you are going. – Aboriginal person, 
Dharug Country, Mt Druitt, Sydney (Knox, 2006).

A Stolen Generations survivor in one study said:

I had wonderful foster parents, but there was something missing. I never felt at home 
– First Nations person (Keys Young, 1999).
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While accounts of what home means to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people were commonly about positive relationships to family, community, Country, 
culture and spirituality, some descriptions of home were not always connected to 
these elements. Colonialism, housing shortages and legislation resulting in the Stolen 
Generations have contributed to home and family relationships having negative 
connotations. For example, Lowell et  al. (2018), Birdsall-Jones & Corunna (2008) 
and Memmott et  al. (2009) evidenced home as wanting to be away from family. In 
Lowell et  al. (2018), the urge to be away from family related to the challenge of 
living in households with large numbers of family members, which in rural and 
remote contexts may be attributed to systemic housing shortages and thus the 
inability to have one’s own house to comfortably reside.

Discussion

This review offers an important expansion of the mindset on home by drawing 
from the perspective of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia. 
It highlights how home is rooted in relationships with the physical and non-physical. 
A focus on the positive and life-giving understandings of what makes up home 
provides an opportunity to value First People’s lived experiences, ontologies and 
context that shape meanings of home. This review is an active valuing of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people’s ways of living, considering what home means to 
the colonized, beyond the Western lens. In Our Voices: Indigeneity and Architecture, 
Palawa woman and architectural practitioner Sarah Lynn Rees states, ‘We tend to 
assume most people live the same way we do’ (Kiddle, 2018, p. 180). These assump-
tions render whole ways of being invisible. However, this review is not about inclu-
sivity and visibility for the sake of it, rather, it is a meaningful invitation to expand 
the Western mindset, and to value perspectives and lived experiences that are beyond 
Western worldviews. This is particularly important given the settler-colonial context 
whereby First Peoples have been forcibly displaced from Country (home).

This review emphasizes home as relational and the importance of culture and 
spiritual and ancestral connection to Country for First Peoples in Australia. Some 
attention has been dedicated in the housing literature to truly valuing the ontolog-
ically specific importance of family, community and Country as home, from First 
Peoples’ perspectives (Bowra & Mashford-Pringle, 2021; Christensen, 2013; Coleman, 
2000; Dawson, 2008; Penfold, 2017; Penfold et  al., 2020; Thistle, 2017). Our findings 
align with previously published literature, with Métis-Cree scholar Jesse Thistle 
(2017), for example, describing home to Indigenous people as ‘a holistic metaphysical 
understanding of emplacement, rather than a built environment’ and ‘as a web of 
relationships and responsibilities involving connections to human kinship networks 
relationships with animals, plants, spirits and elements; relationships with the Earth, 
lands, animals, waters and territories; and connection to traditional stories, songs, 
teachings, names and ancestors’. Similarly, Country is at the centre of the relational 
human and non-human web for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, as 
described by Lauren Tynan (2021), a Trawlwulwuy woman: ‘Country sits at the heart 
of coming to know and understand relationality as it is the web that connects 
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humans to a system of Lore/Law and knowledge that can never be human-centric’. 
Family structures in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are extended, 
rather than nuclear, with complex systems of kinship that structure where people 
belong, and family often including people who are not blood relations (Queensland 
Government, 2019). Studies on mobility among Noongar people and Aboriginal 
people of Yamatji Country show that they are at home when with family - impor-
tantly, this includes extended networks - described by Penfold as ‘kinship-as-home’ 
(Birdsall-Jones & Corunna, 1988; Penfold et  al., 2020; Prout, 2009).

The Western housing literature has extensively explored meanings of home that, 
upon first glance, overlap with the findings of this review. While the purpose was 
not to compare Western and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s meanings 
of home, there is value in emphasizing two key differences in relation to Country 
and family. According to scholars from the UK (Somerville, 1989; Watson & 
Austerberry, 1986) home is understood as material condition and shelter, as the 
container for the heart, i.e. loving social relations and family, as emotional and 
physical wellbeing, or hearth, as control and privacy, and as a source of one’s identity 
and roots. One major divergence between our findings and the overarching story 
of what home means according to the Western literature is that to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, home is Country, and peoples belong to Country. 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are sovereign and ontologically bound 
to Country, a relationship and sense of belonging that comes from the Dreaming 
and knowledge system (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). This depth of cultural, spiritual 
and ancestral belonging to Country is not understood nor experienced by 
non-Aboriginal people; it is outside of the scope of the Western understanding and 
experience of home.

Family and loving relations are considered in the Western literature as an import-
ant part of home (Gurney & Studies, 1990; Mallett, 2004; Somerville, 1989). However, 
digging deeper, family connection to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
diverges beyond the emotionally positive experience of being with family and con-
structing home through family. Family for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people is strongly linked to a source of cultural connection, knowing one’s belief 
systems, and ultimately one’s place in the ontologically specific world of one’s culture. 
In the context of a White settler colonial society that actively disconnects Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people from their own peoples and thus culture, one’s 
family is a source of connection to place in the world and continuation as a peoples 
(Ristevski et  al., 2020). Family and togetherness is strongly tied to care, Black love, 
looking out for one another and survival (Watego, 2021). Shelter is an important 
resource bringing family together however it is not just a physical sheltering but an 
emotional sheltering from the hostilities of White society (Clark, 2012).

While connection to Country, culture, family and kinship is integral to home 
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s, it is worth noting that home 
ownership, provision of physical shelter, preventing homelessness and reducing 
overcrowding continue to be the primary focus of the housing literature and policy 
relating to First Peoples in Australia (Australian Government, 2020; Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019b, 2021). This focus on the physical dwelling 
is unsurprising given the emphasis of home ownership and property acquisition 
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in Australia. It also indicates the reality of housing options for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, with housing shortages and racial discrimination in 
the private rental market (Andersen et  al., 2018; Moskos et  al., 2022) leading to 
disproportionate rates of overcrowding and homelessness (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, 2023; Davidson & Livsey, 2017). Home ownership is the 
desirable form of tenure in settler-colonial states, providing stability, freedom, 
control, supportive of emotional, social and financial health, and an avenue to 
reduce housing costs in retirement and to accrue wealth (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, 2013; Fox, 2007; Norris & Nandedkar, 2022; Winter & Stone, 
1998). Owning one’s own home is a material benefit that can lead to improved 
health and wellbeing (Munford, Fichera, & Sutton, 2020). However, it is important 
to challenge the centring of home ownership and property acquisition in housing 
scholarship, as it is common of settler-colonial contexts where the unlawful acqui-
sition of land and the removal of property rights is part of the Western colonial 
projects and White possessive logics (Moreton-Robinson, 2015; Norris & Nandedkar, 
2022). Solely focusing on home ownership, provision of housing stock and phys-
icality of home obfuscates relational and culturally significant aspects of home for 
First Peoples, such as relationship to Country, spirituality, connection to family 
and community, supporting sense of belonging and feeling of safety. A dual 
emphasis on physical shelter as well as relationality in home could be beneficial, 
rather than solely focusing policy efforts on the physical aspects of home. For 
example, Penfold’s study with Jerrinja people explored how relationship to family, 
community and Country could be practically embedded into housing design to 
facilitate Jerrinja Elders moving back to Country and support wellbeing (Penfold 
et  al., 2020).

Lastly, the findings of this review support Christensen’s notion that there is a 
disjunct between First People’s meanings of home and housing policies, and high-
lights the invisibility and de-valuing of First Peoples’ lived experience, ontologies 
and context with regards to home (Christensen, 2016). Christensen demonstrates 
how public housing policies in the Canadian north – particularly a two-week time 
limit for guests - clash with First Nations peoples’ ways of living, with family and 
sharing of resources a central part of making home (Christensen, 2016). Similarly, 
in the Australian social housing context, tenants are offered limited timeframes for 
visitors to stay, preventing social and cultural needs of caring for one another to 
be met. This review evidenced Aboriginal people voicing a disconnect between social 
housing providers’ requirements regarding visitors’ short length of stay, and cultural 
ways of Aboriginal people to provide a place to stay for family and community 
members in need (Cooper & Morris, 2005; Keys Young, 1999; Moskos et  al., 2022; 
The Australian Centre for Housing Innovation, 2019). Christensen suggests embed-
ding First Nations’ ontologies into Canadian public housing policy to reduce First 
Nations homelessness (Christensen, 2016). Similarly in Australia there is an oppor-
tunity to meaningfully consider how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 
relational ontologies and lived experiences in relation to home could be embedded 
into housing policy and housing design.

Lastly, the heterogenous nature of evidence of this review, with a substantial 
proportion of grey literature, shows the importance of widening the scope beyond 
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peer-reviewed articles to understand Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 
position on a subjective and culturally-specific concept such as home. As a conse-
quence, the rigor and quality of some records is unclear or lacking.

Strengths and limitations

A key strength is the eligibility criteria centring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people’s voices, and the research governance structure providing culturally appropriate 
guidance and interpretation of findings. The review is beneficial as it provides a 
unique perspective on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ meanings of 
home and exemplifies housing research conducted at the interface of Indigenous 
and Western worldviews and research paradigms. Other strengths include the iden-
tification of records using Indigenous research methodologies and thus the quality 
of evidence from these records centring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ways 
of knowing, being and doing. Eighteen of the 21 records focused on Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander people, a positive aspect as the evidence is largely 
drawn from records specific to the groups of interest. The terminology used for 
this scoping review, particularly the term ‘home’, is an English term. There may be 
other terms that are connected to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s 
concepts of home that may not have been captured in the search strategy. However, 
this systematic scoping review was not intended to be exhaustive, rather it was to 
identify and summarize the meanings of home, directly generated from the voices 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia. Only ten of 21 records 
were peer-reviewed, potentially limiting the quality of the evidence.

Conclusion

Relationality and the interconnectedness between self, Country, culture and people 
are at the core of meanings of home to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in Australia. This review offers a positive expansion of the mindset on home, beyond 
colonial, Eurocentric concepts and beyond the deficit scope of homelessness to one 
of strengths, wholism and collectivity. The paper’s strengths are aided by an 
Indigenous research methodology, centring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
voices and lived experience in the generation of evidence. It is crucial for housing 
scholarship to meaningfully consider and value relational concepts of home beyond 
Eurocentric norms, as these meanings are ontologically significant for First Nations 
people who are systemically disadvantaged in housing systems in settler-colonial 
states. Valuing relational meanings of home is of benefit to housing systems and 
peoples globally.
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