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Housing assistance: why do we need it and what supports exist?
Housing in Australia
International human rights law recognises everyone’s right to adequate housing where they live in security, peace and dignity [11]. Stable
housing further supports maintained employment, proper health and nutrition, and improvements in education [5]. Home ownership
continues to be a widely held aspiration in Australia providing security of tenure and long-term social and economic benefits to home
owners, though exposing them to some financial risk [3].
The overall proportion of home ownership has declined by 4 percentage points over the last 20 years (down from 71% in 1994–95 to 67% in
2013–14). The pattern of home ownership has also changed with latest available figures (2013–14) showing that the proportion of households
who own their home outright (and do not have a mortgage) has decreased (31% down from 42% in 1994–95) whilst the proportion of
households with a mortgage continues to increase (36% up from 30% in 1994–95). The proportion of households renting has also increased
over the last 20 years (up from 26% in 1994–95 to 31% in 2013–14) [1].

Drivers for households seeking housing assistance
There are many factors that can lead households to seek housing assistance, including critical life events as well as housing market factors,
potentially leaving households with limited capacity to manage or avoid the negative impacts of such events (Figure HA.1).

Figure HA.1: Drivers of housing assistance

Source: Adapted from [14].

Critical life events
Critical life events relate to significant developmental milestones that can occur across the lifespan. Positive critical life events, such as the
formation of a family or new job opportunities, may lead households to seek housing assistance in their transition to a larger dwelling or a
more secure form of housing tenure. Housing assistance also provides support following adverse critical life events such as family
breakdown, loss of employment or reduction of income, ill health or loss of loved ones. Research shows that households that experience a
number of adverse critical life events, impacting on their social and economic circumstances, are more likely to need assistance in accessing
or maintaining their housing [14].

Family breakdown
Family dissolution and breakdown can often have a negative impact on home ownership or the ability to sustain a tenancy. Changes in the
family structure, particularly separations, often increase the costs of housing by increasing housing mobility due to housing unaffordability
or insecurity.
This situation can result in transitions from home ownership or private rental to precarious housing situations and even homelessness. For
example, of all clients seeking specialist homelessness services in 2015–16, over half (57%) identified seeking assistance due to the
breakdown of interpersonal relationships (domestic and family violence and/or relationship/family breakdown) [6].

Experiencing domestic and family violence
Housing insecurity can arise when ongoing housing tenure is threatened by experiences of domestic and family violence. Priority groups for
social housing allocation include greatest need households under which people can seek housing due to their life or safety being at risk in
their accommodation. Applicants falling into this category would include people whose current situation has them experiencing:
domestic violence
sexual/emotional abuse
child abuse or
the risk of violence or fearing for their safety in their home environment.

Women, particularly single parents, have been found to be more vulnerable to having their housing situation threatened by experiencing
domestic and family violence. In the Specialist Homelessness Services Collection (SHSC), nearly two-fifths (38%) or around 105,600 clients
were reported as seeking assistance from specialist homelessness services due to experiencing domestic and family violence in 2015–16. Of
these clients, the majority were female (77%) and more than one-fifth (22%) were children aged under 10 years [6].

Disability
In 2015, around 1 in 5 Australians reported living with disability and 1.4 million Australians reported a ‘severe or profound core activity
limitation’ [2]. The demand for housing and support services for persons living with disability is expected to increase as Australia’s
population continues to age [2]. Appropriate housing and support services in Australia for people living with disability can often be difficult
to access or maintain without additional financial assistance [17].

Unemployment
The ability to maintain or gain access to housing is closely linked to households having access to stable, regular employment that provides
sufficient resources to cover housing related costs (mortgage or rental payments) [15]. Without this stable regular employment, households
may find themselves unable to meet rent and mortgage repayments and in urgent need of housing assistance and services.

Housing market factors
Housing market factors that adversely impact households can lead them to seeking housing assistance. Adverse housing market factors
include the inability to maintain current housing costs or limited access to affordable housing. For example, latest available data reports
that private rental households experienced a 4% rise in housing costs between 2011–12 and 2013–14 [1]. Conflict with landlords,
inappropriate housing conditions, difficulty securing new tenancies, and unwanted or frequent housing mobility can also contribute to
adverse housing market factors [14] and are strongly related to homelessness. In 2015–16, one in three clients (37%) of specialist
homelessness services reported accommodation issues (e.g. housing crisis, inadequate or inappropriate dwelling conditions, previous
accommodation ended) as their main reason for seeking assistance [6].

Housing affordability and stress
Housing affordability refers to a person's ability to meet costs associated with housing, based on their income. A lack of affordable housing
puts households at an increased risk of experiencing housing stress, and could force them into decisions that will adversely affect them.
Housing stress does not only have financial impacts. It can further result in an exacerbation of stress-related physical and mental health
conditions such as:
Respiratory and psychological conditions aggravated by substandard housing.
Emotional housing stress due to overcrowding, lack of control, housing tenure, housing costs and residential instability.
Parental housing stress impacting on child wellbeing and health [13].
Research has further shown housing stress to exist in owner occupied and private rental tenures [9]. Housing stress is less common in social
housing which is supported by rent setting policies to reduce financial pressures on household income. A common measure of housing stress
is where a household's housing costs, primarily mortgage repayments or rents, exceed 30% of their gross income [1]. Both purchasers and
renters can be in housing stress. As households on higher incomes may choose to spend a higher proportion of their income on housing, and
have more disposable income left over after housing costs, the 30% measure is a better indicator of affordability for low-income households
(the bottom 40%), who are more likely to be struggling with housing costs that exceed this benchmark [4].
Figure HA.2 shows that in the latest available figures (2013–14), lower income households were spending 21% of their income directly on
housing costs, placing them above the average of 14% for all households [1]. Housing costs as a proportion of income were the highest for
lower income households renting with a private landlord (34%).

Figure HA.2: Average housing costs as a proportion of gross household income by tenure type, 2013–14

Notes

1.
2.
3.
4.

Updated data unavailable during report drafting. Graph as reported in ‘Housing Assistance in Australia 2016’.
Housing costs are mortgage repayments, rent and rate payments (general and water).
Percentile measures are within the equivalised income distribution.
Low income households include the lowest and second equivalised disposable household income quintiles, excluding the 1st and 2nd
percentiles (i.e. the 3rd to 40th percentiles inclusive). The 1st and 2nd percentiles are excluded due to the high wealth and
expenditure characteristics those households exhibit, and the prevalence of income types other than employee income and
government pensions and allowances.

Source: [1].

Lack of household resources
Households that experience a critical life event or are effected by housing market factors, rely on the household resources (such as savings,
assets, family or social networks) to ensure that they are able to access or sustain appropriate housing [14]. Households with low incomes
often lack the resources to insure against any negative impacts arising from critical life events and/or housing market factors leading them
to require housing assistance (Figure HA.1).

Additional vulnerabilities
Evidence indicates that vulnerable households, whose insecurity and wellbeing is compounded by their housing situation, are prevalent
across all tenure groups, including social and private rental, marginal housing/homelessness sectors and lower income home ownership [15].
Vulnerable groups of policy interest include lower income households with the following characteristics and associated vulnerabilities:
Older persons (65 years and over)—reduced earning capacity, income restricted by retirement, potential onset of health conditions and
the consequential need for particular types of housing and/or housing stability or security.
Single persons—young singles will tend to have variable incomes and income support profiles which can negatively impact their ability to
support stable housing. Older singles usually have their housing security determined by their established tenure type with variability
around savings or property wealth in retirement years.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people—financial wellbeing is determined by family/household status, income/employment, and
income support and housing similar to other vulnerable groupings however this is coupled with the existent disparity between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Australians.
Lone parents with dependent children—pressures of housing related costs in a single income household when compared to a dual
income household during child rearing years. Low income single parent households are found to experience considerable financial
disadvantage as they have very little financial reserve once living and housing costs are taken into account.
Noting the policy implications of vulnerable households that may seek housing assistance can strengthen the efficacy of programs
implemented in Australia [15].

Housing assistance funding and policy framework
Housing assistance provides a safety net for those experiencing homelessness or who face barriers to sustaining a tenancy in the private
rental market [12]. It can further financially support first home owners entering the housing market avoid significant debt.
Commonwealth funding for social and affordable housing programs within Australia is provided via the National Affordable Housing Special
Purpose Payment (NAH SPP) and associated National Agreements between the Commonwealth Government and state and territory
governments. In 2015–16, funding was under the National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) which provided a broad framework for the
Australian and state and territory governments to improve housing outcomes in all tenure types, as well as to reduce homelessness [16].
As a part of the 2017 Federal Budget, the government is introducing a new National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA) with state
and territory governments to increase the supply of new homes and improve outcomes for all Australians across the housing spectrum,
particularly those most in need. This new national agreement will:
include the requirement for concrete outcomes to build more homes and ensure improved housing outcomes across the housing
spectrum
include specific funding for homelessness and provide greater certainty to providers of front line homelessness services.
Bilateral schedules with clear targets will help ensure that each state and territory is accountable for better outcomes that recognise their
respective different housing markets. These agreements will be underpinned by improved transparency and reporting and will be
negotiated between the Commonwealth and each state and territory [7].
National agreements, such as the NAHA and NHHA, provide frameworks for all levels of government to work together into the future to
improve housing affordability and homelessness outcomes for low and moderate income households [8].
In 2015–16, the Australian Government provided $1.8 billion to state and territory governments to support the delivery of housing and
homelessness assistance through the NAHA SPP and related National Partnership Agreements, and $4.4 billion fo Commonwealth Rent
Assistance (CRA) [16].
State and territory governments also contribute significant funding to support the delivery of housing and homelessness services.
Governments are also trialling new forms of investment approaches, including social impact investment, to drive improved responses to
challenging social issues such as homelessness. The partnerships between private sector, non-government agencies and governments can
generate new sources of funding, provide longer-term funding outlooks and, through outcome-based arrangements, offer flexibility in

service delivery.

Housing and homelessness assistance programs
Housing assistance can provide vital support when costs associated with accessing or maintaining housing are not able to be met by the
household. Housing assistance can be short term or long term and can vary depending on the needs of the individual and/or household.
Housing assistance is generally provided through provision of subsidised rental housing (social housing), financial payments (e.g. CRA) and
other support for private renters, and through specialist homelessness services. Housing assistance in Australia is provided in many forms
(Figure HA.3).

Figure HA.3 Primary forms of housing assistance in Australia, 2015–16

Source: Adapted from [12].
Apart from the primary housing assistance programs, other state and territory-based housing assistance is provided which includes:
First Home Owner Grant (FHOG)—a one-off grant payable to low-income first home owners who satisfy eligibility criteria. This was
introduced on 1 July 2000 and is funded by the states and territories and administered under their own legislation.
Home Purchase Assistance (HPA)—a range of financial assistance to eligible households to improve their access to, and maintain, home
ownership. This is administered by each jurisdiction.
Governments across Australia also fund a range of services to support people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness, known as
Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS). These services are delivered by government funded organisations that specialise in delivering
accommodation-related and personal support services to people who are homeless or at-risk of homelessness. Between 2011–12 and 2015–
16, over 800,000 clients were supported by SHS agencies [6]. Support included social housing tenants seeking assistance from SHS providers
to maintain their social housing tenancy. In 2015–16, 1 in 8 (12%) SHS clients were in public or community housing on presentation [6]. The
type of support offered to those in social housing is generally through case management and support services compared to financial
assistance for those in private rental [14].
For Australians living with disability, a range of options for those who require housing support are available. The National Disability
Insurance Scheme (NDIS) has the capacity to provide access to services supporting those with disability to live independently including
home modifications, and support with personal and domestic care [10].
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Social housing tenants
At 30 June 2016, there were around 845,400 tenants in social housing, with the majority (79%) of these in public rental housing.
A total of 394,300 households made up Australia’s main social housing programs (public rental housing, SOMIH and mainstream community
housing) in 2015–16, with the number of households in community housing more than doubling (up 103%) from around 35,700 in 2007–08
to 72,400 in 2015–16.
Large proportions of social housing tenants are either older persons aged 55 years and over (33% for public rental housing and 27% for
community housing) or children aged under 15 years (39% for SOMIH).
Across all social housing programs, main tenants were more likely to be women (61%) while the largest proportion of households were
single adults (55%).
Four in ten public rental housing tenants had been in their tenancies for over 10 years.
Social housing includes all rental housing owned and managed by government or non-government organisations (including not-for-profit
organisations) which can be let to eligible households. Social housing rents are generally set below market levels and are influenced by the
income of the household.
Over recent years, social housing has increasingly been allocated to households with complex needs, such as to those living with disability
and those on very low incomes. As at 30 June 2016, there were around 394,300 households in social housing, with the majority in public
rental housing (312,200), 9,700 in state-owned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH) and 72,400 in community housing.
As at 30 June 2016, there were 17,600 dwellings making up the Indigenous Community Housing program (ICH) (household estimates are not
available from that data collection).

Numbers of tenants in social housing
At 30 June 2016, there were around 845,400 tenants in social housing (complete data was not available for all programs in Queensland and
the Northern Territory). Of these tenants, 79% or around 671,600 were in public housing; 4% or around 32,700 were in SOMIH; and, 17% or
around 141,000 were in community housing. Of the 394,300 households living in social housing across Australia in 2016, over one third (35%)
were located in NSW (Figure SHT.1).

Figure SHT.1: Number of social housing households by state and territory, at 30 June 2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing tenants table TENANTS.2.
The number of public rental housing households has decreased from 331,100 in 2007–08 to around 312,200 in 2015–16 (a 6% fall).
SOMIH household numbers have also fallen during this time, from 12,400 to 9,700 (a fall of 22%).
In contrast, over the same time period, the number of community housing households has more than doubled. Between 2007–08 and 2015–
16, the number of community housing households increased from 35,700 to 72,400 (a rise of 103%), with an increase of 4% in just the last 12
months (Figure SHT.2).
These changes reflect a gradual but steady shift of policy focus towards growing the community housing sector and transferring ownership
or management of public rental housing stock to community housing organisations. The decrease in the number of public rental households
over time was offset by an increase in community housing households. This shift in the distribution of housing stock reflects strategies to
grow the community sector, as community housing can potentially provide more flexible and innovative affordable housing options [1].

Figure SHT.2: Number of social housing households, 2007–08 to 2015–16

Figure SHT.2: Number of social housing households, 2007–08 to 2015–16

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing tenants table TENANTS.1.

Tenant demographics
Public rental housing tenants
The majority of main tenants in public housing households were female (62%), and just over half (54%) comprised of single adults living
alone. Forty-three per cent reported a disability, although only 29% identified a disability support pension as their main source of income. A
further quarter (25%) of tenants indicated an age pension as the main source of income.
A typical public housing main tenant can be described as an older female (55+) living alone.

SOMIH tenants
Of SOMIH households, three-quarters of main tenants were female (76%) and nearly two-thirds (64%) were aged 25–54 years. In terms of
household composition, sole parents with dependent children were the largest family type (36%), followed by single adults (27%). Thirtyfour per cent of SOMIH tenants reported having a disability.
A typical SOMIH main tenant can be described as a single female of working age (25–54) with dependent children.

Mainstream community housing tenants
Of community housing households, almost 6 in 10 of main tenants (58%) were female, and nearly 7 in 10 (67%) were aged 45 years and over.
Single adults represented the highest proportion of household compositions (59%), followed by group and mixed households (16%). More
than one-third (35%) of community housing tenants reported having a disability.
A typical community housing main tenant can be described as an older female (45+) living alone.

Age profile
In general, large proportions of social housing tenants are either older persons aged 55 years and over or children aged less than 15 years,
although the proportions in these groups vary across the different social housing programs.
As at 30 June 2016, a relatively high proportion of tenants living in public rental housing, SOMIH and community housing households were
children. Almost a quarter (22%) of public rental housing, 39% of SOMIH and 21% of community housing tenants were aged 0–14 years old.
The tenant age profile across social housing programs differs greatly. Where almost a third (33%) of public rental housing tenants and more
than a quarter (27%) of community housing tenants were older, aged 55 years and over, only 13% of SOMIH tenants fell in this age group
while over a third (39%) were children aged 0–14 years (Figure SHT.3).

Figure SHT.3: Age and sex distribution of tenants in public rental housing, SOMIH and mainstream community housing,
at 30 June 2016

CH= mainstream community housing; PH = public housing; SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing tenants table TENANTS.7 .

Tenants’ length of tenure
A substantial proportion of households in public rental housing and SOMIH remain in tenure for long periods of time (Table SHT.1). As at 30
June 2016, 42% of public rental housing and 34% of SOMIH households had been in the same tenancy for over a decade. Most tenancies had
been in place for over 5 years for public rental housing households (63%) and SOMIH households (57%). It is worth noting, however, that
around one in five tenancies remain in place for less than a year (18% for PH and 22% for SOMIH). Comparable data are not currently
available for community housing.

Table SHT.1: Number of households by tenure length and social housing program, at 30 June 2016
Public housing
number

Public housing
per cent

SOMIH
number

SOMIH
Per cent

6 months or less

14,257

4.6

540

5.6

Over 6 months to 1 year

40,865

13.1

1,583

16.4

2 to 4 years

59,007

18.9

2,077

21.5

5 to 9 years

65,606

21.0

2,213

22.9

10 to 19 years

84,418

27.0

2,220

23.0

20 to 29 years

36,210

11.6

733

7.6

30 or more years

11,856

3.8

294

3.0

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Notes
1. Records with missing start date have been excluded.
2. Data are for ongoing households; therefore tenure length has been calculated using the tenancy start date and an end date of the 30th
June of the financial year.
3. Data on mainstream community housing tenure length were not available.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository, 2015–16.
Nationally, 2% of public rental housing tenants and 3% of SOMIH tenants transferred to a different dwelling during 2015–16. This may have
been due to state and territory housing authorities seeking to match tenant characteristics to household size. For example, by moving a
single tenant household into a smaller dwelling to make room for a larger family household on the wait list, or tenants requesting relocation
to a different geographic area. Households leaving social housing (as measured by exit rates) were slightly higher in 2015–16 than transfer
rates, with 7% of public rental tenants and 8% of SOMIH tenants ending their tenancies during the year.

References
1. Pawson H, Martin C, Flanagan K and Phillips R 2016. Recent housing transfer experience in Australia: implications for affordable
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Social housing dwellings
Number of dwellings
In 2015–16, there were 432,800 social housing dwellings across Australia—a rise of approximately 5,000 dwellings from the previous 12
months (427,800), and an increase of around 5% from the 413,000 dwellings in 2009–10. Despite growth in the number of dwellings, this
stock is failing to keep up with Australian household growth with social share dropping from 5.1% in 2007–08 to 4.7% in 2016 (AIHW analysis).
There has been a gradual but steady policy focus towards growing the community housing sector and transferring ownership or management
of public rental housing stock to community housing organisations. This has provided community organisations an opportunity to expand
their operational capacity and to demonstrate the ability to be flexible in their delivery of social housing.
Between 2009–10 and 2015–16, public rental housing stock reduced by approximately 4% (333,400 to 320,000 dwellings) (Figure SHD.1), and
mainstream community housing increased by 81%, from 44,300 to 80,200 dwellings (Figure SHD.2).

Figure SHD.1: Number of social housing dwellings by program type, 2009–2016

Note: ‘Other social housing’ includes mainstream community housing, SOMIH, Indigenous community housing and NT remote community
housing.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing dwellings Table DWELLINGS.1.
SOMIH stock reduced between 2009–10 and 2015–16 by 17%—from 12,000 to 9,900 dwellings. Indigenous community housing dwelling numbers
also decreased by 6% over the same period—from 18,700 to 17,600 dwellings (Figure SHD.2).

Figure SHD.2: Number of social housing dwellings by program type (excluding public rental housing), 2009–2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing dwellings Table DWELLINGS.1.
Across Australia, the overall occupancy rate for social housing is very high. As at 30 June 2016, occupancy rates for public housing dwellings
was 98%, ranging from 95% in the Northern Territory to 99% in New South Wales. Overall, SOMIH dwelling occupancy rates were 97%, and for
mainstream community housing dwellings, 90% down from 94% in 2014–15. The overall occupancy rate for Indigenous community housing
dwellings was 94%.

Location
As at 30 June 2016, New South Wales had the largest number of social housing dwellings across each program type, except for Indigenous
community housing, which had more dwellings reported in Queensland. Victoria had the next highest number of dwellings for public housing
and mainstream community housing (Table SHD.1).

Table SHD.1: Number of social housing dwellings, by state and territory, at 30 June 2016
Social housing program

NSW

Vic

Qld

WA

SA

Tas

ACT

NT

Aust

Public housing

110,174

64,241

51,188

33,533

37,852

7,166

10,917

4,970

320,041

SOMIH(a)

4,613

..

3,344

..

1,769

223

..

..

9,949

32,266

14,236

11,679

7,409

7,472

6,076

715

372

80,225

4,845

1,939

5,154

2,670

974

76

..

1,926

17,584

151,898

80,416

71,365

43,612

48,067

13,541

11,632

7,268

427,799

Public housing

72.5

79.9

71.7

76.9

78.7

52.9

93.9

68.4

74.8

SOMIH(a)

3.0

..

4.7

..

3.7

1.6

..

..

2.3

21.2

17.7

16.4

17.0

15.5

44.9

6.1

5.1

18.8

3.2

2.4

7.2

6.1

2.0

0.6

..

26.5

4.1

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Number of dwellings

Mainstream community
housing(b)
Indigenous community
housing(b)(c)(d)
All programs(e)
Dwellings (%)

Mainstream community
housing(b)
Indigenous community
housing(b)(c)(d)
All programs

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
a. VIC, WA, ACT and NT do not have SOMIH programs.
b. Community housing data are incomplete due to non-reporting or under-reporting by community housing providers. Data may not be
comparable across jurisdictions due to differences in the accuracy of the data (e.g., reflecting differences in how the data for the
collection was sourced by jurisdictions, the number and profiles of providers for which data were provided/not provided, the
completeness of the data reported for some providers and the instances of unknown values recorded for some data items). Note, the
total number of tenancy (rental) units is counted for mainstream community housing instead of actual dwellings because some
dwellings such as group houses have multiple rental spaces within the one dwelling.
c. Indigenous community housing data includes permanent dwellings managed by funded and unfunded providers.
d. ACT does not have an Indigenous community housing program.
e. The figures for Australia and NT do not include remote public housing dwellings in the Northern Territory (5,046). Remote public
housing dwelling counts are provided separately, as they are not currently captured by the Indigenous community housing or Public
housing data collections.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository, 2015–16.
Proportions of social housing dwellings varied across remoteness areas. The highest proportions of public rental housing and mainstream
community housing were found in Major cities, SOMIH in Outer regional areas, and Indigenous community housing in Remote and Very
remote areas (Figure SHD.3).
As at 30 June 2016, almost 3 in 4 public rental housing dwellings (74%) were located in Major cities and a further 15% in Inner regional areas.
Less than 1% of public rental housing was located in Very remote areas. Over one-third of SOMIH dwellings were located in Major cities
(36%), 25% in Outer regional locations and 24% in Inner regional areas.
Mainstream community housing followed a similar trend to public housing, with almost two-thirds (66%) of dwellings located in Major cities,
with an additional 24% located in Inner regional areas. Less than 2% of mainstream community housing dwellings were located in Remote or
Very Remote areas.
As expected, a large proportion (64%) of Indigenous community housing was located in Remote or Very Remote areas.

Figure SHD.3: Proportion of social housing dwellings by remoteness area and housing program type, at 30 June 2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing dwellings Table DWELLINGS.4.

Dwelling type
As at 30 June 2016, public rental housing dwellings were more likely to be in the form of a separate house (39%), followed by a flat, unit or
apartment (34%).
The vast majority of SOMIH dwellings were in the form of a separate house (81%), with a further 15% being a semi-detached house or
townhouse.
Mainstream community housing dwellings were more likely to be a flat, unit or apartment (46%), followed by a separate house (33%) (Figure
SHD.4).

Figure SHD.4: Proportion of social housing dwellings by structure and social housing program, at 30 June 2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing dwellings Table DWELLINGS.5.

Dwelling size
The size of social housing dwellings in 2016 differed across program type. Public rental housing dwellings were most likely to be three
bedroom dwellings (38%), followed by two bedroom dwellings (31%). SOMIH dwellings were also most likely to be three bedroom dwellings
(61%), followed by four bedroom dwellings (19%).
In contrast, mainstream community housing dwellings were more likely to be two bedroom dwellings (36%), followed by one or three
bedroom dwellings (both 28%).
Half of Indigenous community housing dwellings were three bedroom (50%) with a further 24% four bedroom dwellings (Figure SHD.5).

Figure SHD.5: Proportion of social housing dwellings by household size and housing program type, at 30 June 2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Social housing dwellings Table DWELLINGS.6.
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Dwelling and household size
Overcrowding and underutilisation in social housing
A large part of providing affordable housing that suits individuals and families is ensuring that a dwelling is of an adequate size to meet the
needs of the household. Matching dwelling size to household size is not a straight forward process. It is heavily influenced by the
availability of dwellings, their age, condition and location. This is in addition to the availability of options and the cost to relocate existing
tenants as well as their willingness to relocate. The accepted standard by which the dwelling size requirements of a given household are
measured in Australia is the Canadian National Occupancy Standard commonly referred to as CNOS (see below).
The focus of Australia’s social housing system has changed profoundly over time with a shift in the demographics of people receiving
assistance—shifting from working families to recipients of income support payments [1]. About 44% of current public rental housing stock,
83% of state-owned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH) and 36% of mainstream community housing stock, are dwellings with 3 or more
bedrooms. In contrast, the living arrangements of social housing tenants has changed over time, with single adults making up 54% of public
housing households in 2016 compared to 49% in 2005 and 27% of SOMIH households in 2016 compared to just over a fifth (21%) in 2005
(comparable figures for community housing households are unavailable).
As at 30 June 2016, the majority of social housing households (around 80%) were considered to be residing in dwellings adequate to their
household composition.

Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS)
A measure of the appropriateness of housing that is sensitive to both household size and composition, the CNOS specifies that:
no more than 2 people shall share a bedroom
parents or couples may share a bedroom
children under 5, either of the same sex or opposite sex, may share a bedroom
children under 18 of the same sex may share a bedroom
a child aged 5-17 should not share a bedroom with a child under 5 of the opposite sex
single adults 18 and over and any unpaired children require a separate bedroom.
Whilst the CNOS is a useful guide to the proportion of dwellings that may be under-utilised, or a proportion of households potentially living
in over-crowded conditions, there are some cases where a dwelling may not match a household size for good reason. For example, where
custody of children is shared; where tenants may have live-in care arrangements; or to take into consideration future needs of children who
may need separate bedrooms in years to come.

Overcrowding
In basic terms, overcrowding occurs when the dwelling is too small for the size and composition of the household living in it. A dwelling
requiring at least 1 additional bedroom is designated as ‘overcrowded’ in Australia underpinned by the CNOS standard above.
As at 30 June 2016, 4% of public rental housing and 5% of community housing households were in overcrowded dwellings (see Table DHS.1).
Indigenous households were more likely to experience overcrowding, with 9% of SOMIH dwellings classified as overcrowded. This is around
twice the proportion experienced in both public and community housing dwellings.

Table DHS.1: Appropriateness of dwelling size in social housing, 30 June 2016 (per cent)
Social housing program

Overcrowded

Adequate

Underutilised(a)

Total

Public housing(b)

4.2

79.4

16.4

100.0

SOMIH

8.9

66.3

24.8

100.0

Mainstream community housing(c)

5.3

82.5

12.2

100.0

All programs

4.5

79.6

15.9

100.0

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing

a. The match of dwelling size to registered tenant numbers at a point in time is affected by a range of factors including changes in family
structure over time, the match of housing portfolio to demand, and tenant support needs. Housing authority allocation policies do not
align with the Canadian National Occupancy Standard and may provide for additional bedrooms including under circumstances such as
shared parenting, carer requirements, or expectant mothers.
b. For the NT, data are not currently available for around 5,000 remote public housing dwellings (including households and tenants).
c. Qld provided partial unit record tenant data for the first time in 2015–16 (unit record data was not available for 3,840 households). Unit
record data are not provided for the NT.
Notes
1. Data are based on the Canadian National Occupancy Standard and only includes those households where required details are known.
2. Data for utilisation in Indigenous community housing were unavailable.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository, 2015–16.

Location
The proportion of households in overcrowded dwellings varied across social housing programs, jurisdictions and remoteness areas.
As at 30 June 2016, the Northern Territory had the highest proportion of public housing households living in overcrowded dwellings (8%),
followed by Victoria (5%). South Australia had the lowest proportion of public housing households living in overcrowded conditions (2%).
SOMIH households in Queensland experienced the highest proportion of overcrowding (12%), whereas SOMIH households in Tasmania
reported the lowest (4%). Community housing had the highest proportion of households experiencing overcrowding in New South Wales
(9%), and the lowest proportion in the Australian Capital Territory (1%) (Refer to supplementary tables for details ).
Overall, Indigenous households were more likely than non-Indigenous households to be living in overcrowded conditions. The higher level of
overcrowding among Indigenous households may be associated with a number of factors, including cultural and social factors, higher levels
of unmet demand for affordable housing, and geographical location limiting their housing options.
The proportion of Indigenous households in social housing living in overcrowded conditions generally increased with remoteness. Indigenous
households experiencing overcrowding in public rental housing, were more likely to be in Very remote (13%) and Remote (11%) areas than
Major cities (9%). SOMIH households in Very remote (16%) and Outer regional (10%) areas were also more likely to be living in overcrowded
conditions than SOMIH households living in Major cities (8%).

Overcrowding within Indigenous households increased with remoteness

PH=public rental housing; SOMIH=state-owned and managed Indigenous housing

Trends
Between 2010–11 and 2015–16, the prevalence of overcrowding has varied across social housing programs. However, the proportion of SOMIH
households living in overcrowded conditions has consistently remained more than double that of other social housing programs. Apart from
a slight increase to 5% in 2012–13, overcrowding in public housing has remained stable at around 4% between 2010–11 and 2015–16. On the
other hand, overcrowding in SOMIH decreased slightly from 10% in 2010–11 to just under 9% in 2015–16. Overcrowding in community housing
has increased from 2% to 5% over the same period.

Figure DHS.1: Proportion of overcrowded households in social housing, 2010–11 to 2015–16

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Note: In 2015–16, changes to data collection, cleaning and submission implemented by Australian jurisdictions contributed to changes in
captured cases of overcrowding, particularly in mainstream community housing.

Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Matching dwelling size to household size Table OVER.4.

Underutilisation
Just as a dwelling can be overcrowded, it can also be underutilised. A dwelling is said to be underutilised when it consists of 2 or more
bedrooms surplus to the household requirements, as determined by CNOS measures. Underutilisation can arise as a household ages and
children leave the family home. Tenants may have been living in a home for many years and their economic, social and community life is
centred around that location, and there are no suitable alternatives for relocation. Underutilisation also occurs, in part, due to the public
housing stock itself being dominated by family-sized homes with 3 or more bedrooms in addition to problems faced by social housing
providers needing to adjust rental dwelling size to accommodate changing household sizes.
As at 30 June 2016, 16% of public housing and 12% of community housing households were in underutilised dwellings (see Table DHS.1).
Social housing targeted towards Indigenous households had the highest proportion of underutilisation with 25% of SOMIH households living in
underutilised dwellings.

Location
The proportion of households in underutilised dwellings varied by jurisdiction and remoteness areas across the social housing programs.
For public housing, South Australia had the highest proportion of households in underutilised dwellings at over 1 in 4 households (26%),
followed by the Australian Capital Territory (17%). The Northern Territory had the lowest proportion of underutilisation (7%) (Refer to
supplementary tables for details ).
For SOMIH households, South Australia reported the highest proportion of underutilisation (30%), followed by New South Wales (28%).
Tasmania reported the lowest proportion of underutilisation (17%) across all states and territories.
For households in community housing dwellings, South Australia had the highest proportion of underutilisation (22%), followed by Tasmania
(15%). Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory experienced the lowest proportion of underutilisation at around 4%. A ten
percentage point drop in Tasmania’s proportion of community housing underutilisation from 25% in 2014–15 to 15% in 2015–16 can be
attributed, in part, to a reduction in the number of three bedroom dwellings and an increase in the number of flats, units and apartments.
The proportion of households in underutilised dwellings in public housing varied substantially across remoteness areas with Outer regional
areas most likely to be underutilised (22%) compared to 15% in Major cities and Remote areas. Underutilisation of SOMIH dwellings ranged
from 21% in Very remote areas to 26% in both Major cities and Inner regional areas.

Trends
Between 2010–11 and 2015–16, trends in underutilisation across community housing households have been varied, whereas SOMIH and public
housing underutilisation has remained relatively static over time (Figure DHS.2).
Public housing underutilisation has remained steady between 2010–11 and 2015–16 at 16%. SOMIH underutilisation has also remained fairly
steady with a slight increase to 25% in 2015–16 from 23% in 2010–11. In contrast, underutilisation in community housing has doubled; from 6%
in 2010-11 to 12% in 2015–16, however, community housing has maintained comparatively low levels of underutilisation when compared to
other social housing programs.

Figure DHS.2: Proportion of underutilised households in social housing, 2010–11 to 2015–16

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Matching dwelling size to household size Table UNDER.7.
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Priority groups and wait lists
Historically, the focus of housing assistance has been to provide support to low-income working families. However, the provision of housing
assistance has shifted over time to target a highly diverse range of vulnerable groups, such as people experiencing or who are at imminent
risk of homelessness; households where there is a member with disability; households with a main tenant aged under 25 or aged over 75; or
Indigenous households.

Greatest need
Social housing is allocated on a priority needs basis. Public rental housing, state-owned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH) and
mainstream community housing prioritise households by assessing their greatest need status. Greatest need applies to low-income
households if, at the time of allocation, household members were subject to one or more of the following circumstances:
experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness
their life or safety was threatened within existing accommodation
a health condition was exacerbated by existing accommodation
their existing accommodation was inappropriate to their needs
they were experiencing very high rental costs [3].
Housing prioritisation is particularly evident for public rental housing with around three in four newly allocated dwellings provided to
households in greatest need (74% in 2015–16) (Figure PG.1). For SOMIH, over half (56%) of newly allocated dwellings were provided to
households in greatest need in 2015–16, an increase from 52% in 2014–15 but down from a peak of 64% in 2012–13.
New community housing allocations to households in greatest need have increased over the past 6 years, from 72% in 2010–11, to 84% in
2015–16. The eight percentage point increase in the proportion of new allocations to greatest need households from 76% in 2014–15 can be
partially attributed to state and territory dwelling transfers from public housing to community housing in some jurisdictions.

Figure PG.1: Proportion of newly assisted households in greatest need by housing program type, 2010–11 to 2015–16

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Priority groups Table PRIORITY.1.

Specialist Homelessness Services and social housing
Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) play a key role in helping vulnerable people to obtain or maintain social housing [1]. Social housing
provides the best solution to homelessness for many who approach SHS agencies. SHS agencies provide support through the delivery of
services to prepare clients prior to commencing social housing tenancies, and often through ongoing support to ensure these tenancies are
able to be maintained.
Of the clients who presented to SHS agencies seeking assistance in 2015–16, whose housing situation was known, 15% (27,200 clients) were
living in public or community housing [2]. At the conclusion of SHS support, the proportion of clients living in public or community housing
increased to 22% (38,900 clients).
Figure PG.2 shows the first housing situation of SHS clients who ended support housed in public or community housing in 2015–16. Around
four in ten (39%) SHS clients who ended SHS support in public or community housing were previously homeless with no shelter or living in
improvised or inadequate dwellings (9%), living in unstable housing situations such as short term/temporary accommodation (18%) and couch
surfing/living in a house with no tenure (12%) (For further information about housing situations please see the Glossary).

The vast majority (82%) of the SHS clients who ended their support in public or community housing were assisted by a SHS agency to
maintain their existing tenancy (Figure PG.2). This shows that the SHS support provided to clients currently in a public or community
housing tenancy allowed them to maintain that tenancy and prevent a potential episode of homelessness. The main reason for public
housing tenants to seek SHS assistance is generally due to financial difficulties (38%) (e.g. the tenant doesn't have the financial means to
pay their rent, bills, food and/or other household essentials) [1].

Figure PG.2: Proportion of Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) clients housed in public or community housing at
the end of support, by housing situation at first presentation, 2015–16

Notes
1. Graph excludes cases where housing situation at start of support ‘not stated/other’, 5% to 13%.
2. Proportions include only clients with closed support at the end of the reporting period.
Source: Specialist Homelessness Services 2015–16, National supplementary Table CLIENTS.22.
Three in five households (60%)
reported they were homeless at the time of allocation to public rental housing and more than half (53%) at the time of allocation to
SOMIH.

36% of households were at risk of homelessness
at the time of allocation to public rental housing and 39% at the time of allocation to SOMIH.

Special needs
Households that are in greatest need often have members with special needs. These include households with a member with disability, a
main tenant younger than 25 or older than 75, or households defined as Indigenous households [3].
Because SOMIH is an Indigenous-targeted program, Indigenous households in SOMIH are not considered special needs households. For SOMIH
households, only those that have a member with disability or a main tenant under 25 or over 50 are considered special needs.
As at 30 June 2016, the proportion of new allocations with special needs differed across social housing programs:
Of newly allocated public housing households with special needs, almost half (57%) contained at least one member with disability.
Newly allocated SOMIH households with special needs were most likely to contain at least one member with disability (46%) or have a
main tenant aged under 25 years (47%).
Special needs and greatest needs categories are not mutually exclusive and tenants may fit into a number of categories within each group or
across groups (Figure PG.3) .

Figure PG.3: Newly allocated public housing and SOMIH households as proportion in greatest need, special need and
other households, where household needs status known, at 30 June 2016

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Notes
1. Proportions exclude cases where household ‘greatest need’ or ‘special need’ status was unknown.
2. Totals will not always add up to 100% due to rounding.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Priority groups Table PRIORITY S.4.

Demographics of newly allocated households
Household composition
Compared to ongoing households, newly allocated households in both public housing and SOMIH were more likely to include dependent
children and less likely to be comprised of single adults living alone.
As at 30 June 2016, of around 20,500 households in new public rental housing allocations, just over half (51%) were made up of single
people living alone, followed by sole parents with dependent children (29%). Newly allocated public rental housing households were least
likely to be couple only households (4%) or couple with dependent children households (5%).
The 797 newly allocated SOMIH households were more likely to be made up of sole parents with dependent children (56%), followed by
single adults (18%). SOMIH households were also least likely to be couple only households (2%).

Indigenous and disability status
Newly allocated households in both public housing and SOMIH were more likely than ongoing households to be Indigenous as well as being
more likely to include at least one member with disability.
For the year ending 30 June 2016, of newly allocated households to public rental housing:
around 4,300 were Indigenous households (25% of all new allocations).
just over half (51%) or 7,200 households had at least one member living with disability.
Of new allocations to SOMIH at 30 June 2016, just over one third (35%) went to households with at least one member living with disability, a
decrease from 42% in 2014–15. The proportion of new SOMIH allocations was even lower for households where the main tenant was aged less
than 25 years (23%).

Wait lists and wait times
Nationally, as at 30 June 2016, there were:
147,900 applicants awaiting public rental housing allocation (down from 164,300 in 2012)
8,200 applicants waiting for allocation to SOMIH dwellings (down from 9,200 in 2012)
38,500 applicants awaiting allocation to mainstream community housing (down from 51,300 in 2012).
It is important to note that applicants may be on more than one waitlist, and as such these numbers may be an overestimate of the total.
Across these three social housing programs, around 58,800 of these applicants were categorised as being in greatest need.
Fluctuations in the numbers of those on wait lists are not necessarily measures of changes in underlying demand for social housing. A
number of factors may influence the length of wait lists including changes to allocation policies, priorities and eligibility criteria put in
place by state/territory housing authorities. Further, some people who wish to access social housing may also not apply due to the long
waiting times or lack of available options in their preferred location.
Wait list priority is generally given to those with the greatest need. In 2015–16, 3 in 4 (75%) new allocations for public housing and nearly
three-fifths (58%) of new allocations for SOMIH went to those in greatest need categories.
When it comes to social housing allocations, there are often limited choices for new entrants into the social housing system in regards to
selection of dwelling type and location. Tenant choices are often limited to broad geographic areas and/or types of dwellings. For example,
public rental housing tenants often are given a limited number of offers at the time of allocation and if refused, they may risk their place
on the waiting list.
Newly allocated households in greatest need are less likely than other households to spend an extended period of time on social housing
waiting lists. In 2015–16, more than two-fifths (44%) of newly allocated public housing households and more than half (57%) of SOMIH
households in greatest need spent less than 3 months on waiting lists. This compares to just over one-fifth (21%) of public housing
households and 26% of SOMIH households not in greatest need spending less than 3 months on social housing waiting lists (Figure PG.4).
For mainstream community housing, data on allocations by the amount of time spent on the waiting list are not currently available.

Figure PG.4: Proportion of new allocations for greatest needs and other households, by time spent on the waiting list,
by social housing program type, 2015–16

PH = public rental housing; SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository 2015–16, Priority groups PRIORITY.7.
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Survey of social housing tenants
Tenant experience
The National Social Housing Survey (NSHS) is a national survey that collects information about a range of social housing tenancy experiences
across Australia by geography and remoteness. In 2016, the NSHS was conducted across three social housing programs: public housing, stateowned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH) and mainstream community housing (Indigenous community housing was out of scope for
the 2016 survey).

Tenant satisfaction
Tenant satisfaction is defined as the proportion of tenants in social housing who reported they were satisfied or very satisfied with the
overall services delivered by their housing provider. In 2016, tenants in community housing were consistently more satisfied with the
services delivered by their housing provider (80%) compared with other social housing providers (73% for public rental housing and 68% for
SOMIH) (Figure NSHS.1). Satisfaction among SOMIH tenants has risen from 58% in the 2014 survey to 68% in 2016 (see supplementary tables).

Figure NSHS.1: Satisfaction with services provided by housing organisation, by social housing program type, 2016 (per
cent)

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: National Social Housing Survey: A summary of national results 2016. Supplementary Table S1.

Amenities and location
The amenity component of the NSHS refers to attributes of the dwelling provided such as size, privacy or modifications for special needs
whereas the location component relates to the proximity of the dwelling to facilities and services. A high level of satisfaction with social
housing amenities and location suggests that the provision of housing assistance was meeting household needs.
Across all programs, respondent satisfaction with the location of their dwelling relative to important services and facilities was high. In
particular, proximity to emergency services, medical services and hospitals (95% for public housing, 93% for SOMIH and 95% for community
housing) was consistently rated highest in terms of importance and meeting the needs of the household (Figure NSHS.2).

Figure NSHS.2: Location (proximity to facilities and services) rated by tenants as both important and meeting the
needs of their households, by social housing program, 2016 (per cent)

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: National Social Housing Survey: A summary of national results 2016. Supplementary Table S10.
In 2016, NSHS respondents were provided with a list of amenities and asked whether or not they were important to their household and
further, whether the selected amenities met the needs of their household. Across all three social housing programs, respondents highly
rated ‘ease of access and entry’ to their dwellings as both important and meeting their household needs. On the other hand, despite
respondents highly rating ‘thermal comfort’ as important (94% in public housing, 98% in SOMIH and 95% in community housing) this was the
least likely to be rated as meeting the household’s needs (62% for public housing, 67% for SOMIH and 69% for community housing) (Figure
NSHS.3).

Figure NSHS.3: Amenities rated as both important and meeting their needs by social housing tenants, by social
housing program, 2016 (per cent)

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: National Social Housing Survey: A summary of national results 2016. Supplementary Table S8.

Dwelling standard

In 2016, the NSHS asked social housing tenants about whether their social housing dwelling was of an acceptable standard—defined as having
at least four working facilities and not more than two major structural problems.
Of social housing dwellings, respondents reported:
80% of public housing dwellings were of an acceptable standard
75% of SOMIH dwellings were of an acceptable standard, up from 70% in 2014
88% of mainstream community housing dwellings were of an acceptable standard.
Across the social housing programs, respondents in Indigenous households within public rental housing were the least likely to report living
in a dwelling of an acceptable standard (66%), when compared with respondents in SOMIH households (75% up from 70% in 2014) and
community housing households (77% down from 84% in 2014) (see supplementary tables).

Tenant welfare
Social and economic benefits
Affordable, safe and secure housing can contribute to a range of health and wellbeing outcomes and enhance people’s ability to engage
economically and socially in their community. Tenants who reported social and economic participation benefits from living in social housing
varied across their individual circumstances and housing programs. Across all social housing programs, 95% of tenants reported they felt
‘more settled’ and 83% felt ‘part of the community’. High proportions reported having better access to services (88%) and were better able
to manage their rent/money (95%). In terms of employment and education, a low proportion of social housing tenants felt they were able to
improve their job situation (65%) or felt able to start or continue education/training (71%) due to being supported in social housing (Figure
NSHS.4).

Figure NSHS.4: Self-reported benefits gained by tenants living in social housing, by social housing program, 2016 (per
cent)

SOMIH = state-owned and managed Indigenous housing
Source: National Social Housing Survey 2016. Social housing tenants, Table TENANTS.12.

Educational attainment
The 2016 NSHS found that of all respondents: almost a third (32%) of public housing tenants, two-fifths (40%) of SOMIH tenants, and 29% of
community housing tenants reported that their highest level of educational attainment was Year 10 or equivalent. Around 3% of public and
community housing respondents reported that they had not completed any formal education compared with only 1% of SOMIH respondents
(see supplementary tables).
Just under a third (32%) of NSHS respondents reported their highest level of educational attainment was Year 10 or equivalent.
Comparing the highest level of educational attainment for respondents in the 2016 NSHS to estimates for the general population, aged 15–74
years, illustrates some differences between the two groups.
The proportion for whom Year 12 or equivalent was the highest level of education completed was consistently lower for the 2016 NSHS
sample (14% for public rental housing, 11% for SOMIH and 13% for community housing) when compared with the general population aged 15–
74 years (18%). Social housing tenants were also less likely to have achieved post year 12 or equivalent qualifications than the general

population aged 15–74 years, for example:
Those in the general population aged 15–74 years were more than twice as likely to have achieved a highest level of education of a
Bachelor degree or above (25.7%) than public housing tenants (5%), SOMIH tenants (2%) or community housing tenants (8%).
The proportion attaining post-secondary school qualifications (that is, certificate, diploma, advanced diploma or bachelor degree or
above) in the general population aged 15–74 years (54%) was higher than that for public housing (22%), SOMIH (15%) or community
housing (30%), [1].

Employment
To understand employment within social housing, the 2016 NSHS included questions aimed at investigating barriers or disincentives for social
housing tenants to either enter the workforce or increase the number of hours worked per week. Tenants who were working part-time,
were unemployed or not in the labour force were asked to identify the influences on their current employment status. The top 3 reported
reasons were: the need for more training, education or work experience; the desire/need to stay home and look after children; and
financial concerns.
The 2016 NSHS further found that between half and three-fifths of all social housing tenants were not in the labour force—that is, they
were neither working nor currently looking for work. Conversely, around 39% of public rental housing, 47% of SOMIH and 44% of community
housing tenants were in the workforce.
22% of NSHS respondents were employed, either full-time or part-time, in 2016, while more than two-fifths (44%) of respondents were not
intending or unable to work.
The provision of social housing and a household’s main source of income may affect work participation decisions for tenants quite
differently. At 30 June 2016, more than a quarter of public rental housing households were reported as depending on an age (25%) or
disability (29%) pension as their main source of income (data unavailable for SOMIH and community housing). Employment disincentives for
social housing tenants may also include—rent increases as a result of increased income; social housing ineligibility where their income
exceeds a certain threshold; as well as a potential lack of social housing availability in areas with increased employment prospects.
Alternatively, social housing may afford tenants with greater stability, increasing their opportunities to find and maintain suitable
employment [3].
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Financial assistance
Renters
Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA)
CRA is an Australian Government payment, received by people on low or moderate incomes who are renting in the private housing market,
to assist with the cost of housing. CRA is the most common form of housing assistance received by Australian households. To be eligible,
tenants must first be in receipt of an income support payment or more than the base rate of Family Tax Benefit Part A (FTBA) as well as meet
the residency requirements of their pension, allowance or benefit.
CRA is a non-taxable income supplement, payable fortnightly to eligible recipients. CRA is paid at 75 cents for every dollar above a minimum
rental threshold until a maximum rate (or ceiling) is reached. The minimum threshold and maximum rates vary according to the household or
family situation, including the number of children.
Certain social housing tenants are eligible for CRA such as those living in community housing or Indigenous community housing and, in some
jurisdictions, state-owned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH).
CRA is not generally payable to public rental housing tenants, as state and territory housing authorities already subsidise rent for these
tenants.
Payment of CRA continues as long as recipients meet income and asset tests for their primary payment as well as CRA eligibility conditions.
Between 2011–12 and 2015–16, the Australian Government’s real expenditure on CRA increased by around 23%, from $3.6 billion to $4.4
billion. Over time, expenditure has remained highest in New South Wales, followed by Queensland [3].
In June 2016, around 1.35 million income units received CRA. This is an increase from 1.34 million in 2015. The number of income units
receiving CRA has risen by 44% since 2000 (up from 937,100 income units). This could be attributed, in part, to eligibility changes following
the introduction of the FTBA in 2000 from the formerly Family Allowance payment plan [1]. The median CRA payment in June 2016 was $130
per fortnight, and the median rent was $437 per fortnight (see supplementary tables for details).
Around 1.35 million units received CRA payments in 2016, an increase from 1.34 million in 2015.
Of the CRA recipients (the person in the income unit to whom the CRA is paid) in June 2016:
two in five (41%) were aged 30–49 and just over one quarter (26%) were aged 60 and over
only 11% were aged 24 and under (almost 149,800 income units)
most were single, with no dependent children (54%), followed by those who were single with one or more dependent children (21%)
almost two-thirds were receiving an income support payment—22% were receiving Newstart Allowance, 20% were receiving a Disability
Support Pension and 19% were receiving the Age Pension
5% were Indigenous (almost 67,400 income units)
almost 7 in 10 (68%) CRA recipients would have been in rental stress (paying more than 30% of their income on rent) were it not for the
CRA received.

Location
In June 2016, New South Wales had the highest number of CRA recipients (430,000), followed by Queensland (344,500) and Victoria
(305,200). Tasmania (36,600) had more than 3 times as many CRA recipients as the Australian Capital Territory (11,600), despite having a
population that is only 25% larger than the Australian Capital Territory. This primarily reflects differences in average household incomes with
proportionally less demand for CRA in the Australian Capital Territory, and conversely confirms the higher level of income support recipients
in Tasmania.
Two-thirds (66%) of income units assisted with CRA were located in Major cities, with 23% in Inner regional areas, 10% in Outer regional
areas and just over 1% in Remote and Very remote areas [3].

Rental stress
Rental stress is defined as spending more than 30% of gross household income on rent.
In June 2016, 68% of CRA recipients would have paid more than 30% of their income on rent if CRA were not provided. However, with CRA
provided, this proportion was reduced to 41% of CRA recipients.
Between 2010 and 2016, the proportion of income units paying more than 30% of their income in rent after receipt of CRA remained steady
at around 40%. Among special needs groups, such as those aged 24 and under, those aged over 75, and those receiving a disability support
pension, young people were the most likely to be paying more than 30% of their income in rent after CRA.

The proportion of older Australians (aged 75 and over) experiencing rental stress after receiving CRA decreased from around 30% in 2009 to
27% in 2016.
Young people (aged 24 and under) were the group most likely to experience rental stress despite receiving CRA. This has increased from
around 55% in 2009 to 58% in 2016.

Private Rent Assistance (PRA)
PRA is financial assistance provided directly by all state and territory governments to low-income households experiencing difficulty in
securing or maintaining private rental accommodation. Private rent assistance is usually provided as a one-off form of support and includes
bond loans, rental grants, rental subsidies and relief, and payment of relocation expenses.
In 2015–16, PRA assisted more than 128,100 recipients, an increase from 123,100 in 2014–15. Of PRA recipients in 2015–16:
nearly one third (31%) were aged 25–34, and almost one-quarter (22%) were younger recipients (aged between 15 and 24)
14% were from an Indigenous household
62% were earning a gross income of less than $700 per week (or around $36,400 p.a.)
only 1 in 5 (19%) reported employee cash income as their primary income source.

Location
In 2015–16, South Australia reported the highest number of households receiving PRA, with over 49,300 recipients (39%). This was followed
by Queensland (27,600 or 21%) and New South Wales (22,900 or 18%). The Northern Territory reported the lowest number of households
receiving PRA, with 380 recipients (less than 1%).
In 2015–16, nearly 3 in 5 (59%) households receiving PRA were households in Major cities, with 24% in Inner regional areas, 15% in Outer
regional areas and around 2% in both Remote and Very remote areas.
Households received multiple types of assistance during the 2015–16 year. Bond loans were the most common type of PRA, assisting 83,900
households, followed by rental grants, subsidies and relief (40,200 households).

Home Buyers
There are two main types of government housing assistance available to home buyers:
First Home Owner Grant (FHOG), a scheme funded by the states and territories and administered under their own legislation.
Home Purchase Assistance (HPA), administered by states and territories.
Dwellings financed by first home buyers decreased from 29% (18,300 dwellings) in 2009 to 13% (7,900 dwellings) in 2017.

First home buyers
The national First Home Owner Grant (FHOG) scheme was introduced on 1 July 2000 and is funded by the states and territories and
administered under their own legislation. Under the scheme, a one-off grant is payable to low-income first home owners who satisfy
eligibility criteria.
Despite the introduction of the FHOG, the number of dwellings financed by all first home buyers has more than halved over time, from
around 18,300 in 2009 to 7,900 in 2017. Similarly, the percentage of all dwellings financed by all first home buyers has fallen from 30% in
2009 to 14% in 2017 (Table FA.1).

Table FA.1: First home buyers’ dwelling finance, March 2009 – March 2017(a)
Year

First home buyers
dwellings financed (count)

First home buyers
per cent of all dwellings financed

First home buyers
Average loan size ($000)

2009

18,271

29.9

283.4

2010

8,436

18.0

286.8

2011

7,766

17.4

285.3

2012 (b)

7,902

16.6

281.8

2013

7,663

16.3

293.9

2014

8,078

16.1

311.1

2015

8,180

14.5

313.2

2016

7,295

12.9

317.0

2017

7,946

13.6

316.3

a. Table refers to most current data available during report preparation.
b. Data from October 2012 to present revised to include all first home buyers, not just those receiving a First Home Owner Grant.
Comparisons with earlier years should be made with caution.
Source: [2].
In line with the fall in the number of dwellings financed by first home buyers, the average loan amount has increased over time. In March
2009, the average nominal loan amount was $283,400. This increased to an average loan amount of $316,300 in March 2017 (up 12%).

Home Purchase Assistance (HPA)
HPA is administered by each jurisdiction and provides a range of financial assistance to eligible households to improve their access to, and
maintain, home ownership.
HPA can include:
Direct lending
Concessional loans
Mortgage relief
Interest rate assistance
Deposit assistance
Other assistance grants
In 2015–16, states and territories provided home purchase assistance to around 42,800 recipients across Australia (Table FA.2) — a drop from
44,000 recipients in 2014–15.
Of HPA recipients:
almost half (49%) were aged 25–44
26% were earning a gross income of less than $700 per week (or $36,400 p.a.)
only 1% of recipients identified as being Indigenous.
The number of households receiving HPA in the form of direct lending has been steadily decreasing from 38,900 in 2013–14 to 37,400 in 2015–
16. The number receiving interest rate assistance and ‘other’ types of assistance has generally been increasing over time from 2010–11
through to 2015–16.

Table FA.2: Home purchase assistance provided to households, 2010–11 to 2015–16(a)(b)
Type of assistance

2010–11

2011–12

2012–13

2013–14

2014–15

2015–16

Direct lending

37,620

36,844

35,001

38,853

38,638

37,415

Interest rate assistance

3,070

3,350

3,290

3,288

3,420

3,581

Other(c)

1,753

1,892

2,022

2,038

1,975

1,763

Total

42,443

42,086

40,313

44,179

44,033

42,759

a. The data include all households that received transfers of assistance in the financial year through home purchase assistance programs.
This includes those households that commenced receiving assistance during the financial year; those households that commenced
receiving an ongoing form of assistance in a previous financial year that continued to receive transfer(s) of assistance in the current
financial year; and those households that had monies outstanding on repayable home purchase assistance provided in a previous period
at the commencement of the 2015–16 financial year.
b. The sum of households assisted by each type of assistance does not equal the total households assisted (42,140) because households
may receive multiple types of assistance.
c. ‘Other’ includes mortgage relief, deposit assistance and other assistance.
Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository, 2015–16

Location
In 2015–16, the highest number of households that received HPA were in Western Australia (20,800), followed by South Australia (18,300).
The Australian Capital Territory reported the lowest number of households assisted by HPA (48—or less than 1% of all households assisted).
Sixty-eight per cent (28,900) of households that received HPA were in Major cities in 2015–16, 15% (6,600) were in Outer regional areas and
1 in 8 (14%, or 5,800) were in Inner regional areas. Very few were located in either Remote (3%) or Very remote (less than 1%) areas. It
should be noted that proportions on remoteness would be heavily influenced by the scale of contribution to household counts by Western
Australia and South Australia (see supplementary tables for details).
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