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BACKGROUND 
Global and societal change is impacting extensively on cities throughout the world.  

Economic change and the move to post-industrialisation, as well as technological 

developments and social transformations are influencing the shape and character of 

our urban areas.  For example, urban social space is becoming increasingly divided, 

based in part on the ability of residents to participate in new economy industries and 

markets.  Marginalisation of the unemployed, excess manufacturing workers, low-

level service workers, ethnic or indigenous minorities and those in the informal sector 

is becoming accentuated and either creating new or intensifying existing social 

divisions.  This has been acknowledged as a significant issue for urban research and 

policy, “We identify growing poverty and associated disadvantages as the principal 

policy issue created by economic restructuring” Harloe and Fainstein, 1992, 264). 

 

This paper investigates social divisions and the spatial patterns that result from 

differential levels of engagement with jobs and housing markets in a contemporary 

Australian urban setting.  The new geography of social division is highlighted through 

an investigation of the changing patterns of relative socio-economic disadvantage in 

Gold Coast City over the past decade.  The multidimensional concept of socio-

economic disadvantage is used to measure social differences, map their spatial 

patterns and make an assessment of how one Australian urban area has changed 

over the decade of the 1990s according to this measure. 

 

The growing disparity between social groups is evident in their geographic 

distribution as the impacts of economic restructuring have been spatially uneven.  

Those cities that were previously heavily involved in industrial era activities have 

been hardest hit.  The level of integration with the global economy determines, to 

some degree, the local impact of post-industrial activities and the influence of global 

trends such as the deregulation of markets, the new international division of labour 

and worldwide networks of production and distribution.  However, social division is 

also evident in newly developed cities where the impact of local politics and policies 

contributes to social and spatial distributions.  Historical and cultural factors also 

influence social patterns in the urban landscape. 
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Spatial segregation is worsening along income, occupational, educational attainment, 

language skills and employment status dimensions.  This has resulted in areas of 

severe disadvantage and inequity occurring within Australian cities.  These areas 

include concentrations in urban fringe locations and structurally weak suburbs, a 

pattern contrasting with the inner city compartmentalisation of the urban poor in 

American cities. 

 

Research into these social divisions has figured prominently in urban studies during 

the decade of the 1990s (as well as being an important focus in earlier decades).  

Concepts such as the divided city (Fainstein and Harloe, 1992), the dual city 

(Mollenkopf and Castells, 1991 quoted in Fainstein and Harloe) and the quartered 

city (Marcuse, 1989) have been used to draw attention to social variation within 

urban areas.  Much attention has been focused on polarisation of the occupation and 

income structure of urban areas, represented by absolute growth at the top and 

bottom ends of the distribution and accompanied by a decline in the middle 

(Hamnett, 1994).   

 

Hamnett (1996) acknowledged that different forces drive polarisation in different 

cities and thus lead to different outcomes.  He stressed the need to conceptually 

unpack the term polarisation and in doing so to examine the diverse forms of 

polarisation arising in various contexts as well as to try to explain the reasons why 

these occurred.  This is necessary to avoid using imprecise concepts unsupported by 

a body of empirical evidence that does little to encourage understanding or possible 

means of intervention.  Beer (1994, 183) also called for urban researchers to be clear 

in their analytical focus so that the different aspects of locational disadvantage and 

spatial inequality are clearly considered, “We need to unpack the arguments 

surrounding the structure of our cities and separate out those that are primarily 

concerned with housing preferences, those that relate to infrastructure pricing, and 

those that focus on the patterns of disadvantage and income.” 

 

The more general theme of urban deprivation has increasingly found favour with 

researchers interested in the multidimensional aspects of socio-economic 

disadvantage.  Pacione (1994) pointed out that while poverty is a central element of 

deprivation, it is in fact a multidimensional problem as individual difficulties reinforce 

each other and combine to result in multiple deprivation or absolute disadvantage.  
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An important distinction must also be made between spatial inequality and locational 

disadvantage.  The former is primarily concerned with the segregation of different 

income groups whereas the latter is about accessibility to resources.  General socio-

economic disadvantage, as used in this paper, relates to households or individuals 

who have difficultly in overcoming barriers to participating fully in their community.  It 

does not address access to resources instead focusing on social structures and 

resulting spatial patterns. 

 

Australian researchers, despite being active in this area, have called for further 

research into the translation of economic restructuring in city space (Murphy and 

Watson, 1994).  Murphy and Watson (1994) and Marcuse (1996) drew attention to 

some notable differences in the spatial and social structure of Australian cities 

compared with other global cities such as London and New York or other cities where 

polarisation and deprivation have been investigated.  Differences included the 

position of ethnic minorities, their diversity and distribution throughout urban areas 

and the lack of ghettos where such minorities may be concentrated.  Australia’s 

position in the Asia-Pacific region, the relatively impoverished welfare sector and 

non-government voluntary sector as well as the smaller size of the main cities also 

contributes to different social and spatial outcomes.   These differences suggest 

caution in applying findings from overseas investigations to Australia and the need to 

complete detailed local studies. 

 

Badcock (1997, 256) pointed out that current patterns of polarisation are dependent 

on past patterns of state intervention in land and housing markets so that “…the 

spatial patterning of poverty and social segregation is bound to differ from city to 

city.”  This reinforces the need not only for research in the Australian context, but 

also for studies on individual cities.  Indeed, it is important that this research should 

be carried out regularly as urban areas are dynamic and the forces that contribute to 

social and spatial patterns continually change.  Interest in the form and social 

structure of urban areas will continue to be relevant and on-going as patterns of 

disadvantage alter as a result of changes in technology, global economic 

restructuring, infrastructure spending and fluctuations within property markets (Beer, 

1994).   
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This conclusion was echoed in Baum, Stimson, Mullins and O’Connor’s (2000) 

investigation of Australian metropolitan regions that found while high and low 

economic and social advantage has always been apparent in urban areas, the new 

economy has caused a change in this social structure.   In Australian cities they 

noted, there was once a simple geography of lower status inner and outer suburbs 

split by a higher status and better serviced group of middle suburbs.  However, 

changes in the mix and availability of jobs combined with varying abilities to 

participate in the housing market have resulted in a more complex geography of 

socio-spatial patterns.  “These new patterns reflect marked regional differences in job 

accessibility, house prices and the quality of shopping, school, entertainment and 

social resources that overlay regional differences in the type of jobs that are 

available“ (Baum et al, 2000, 29).   

 

A further change impacting on the patterns of disadvantage in Australian cities is the 

northward migration of people to sunbelt locations.  These moves have been 

predominantly away from the colder, more industrialised cities to the newer, 

developing tourist cities and coastal towns, mostly in Northern New South Wales and 

Queensland, although other regions are also becoming destinations for lifestyle 

movers.   

 

In the context of this research, it needs to be established whether the same patterns 

of disadvantage are evident in these tourist cities and coastal towns as were found in 

earlier studies of urban areas.  If so, it may be speculated that the same patterns 

have been transferred to these areas as the unemployed, the low income, the poorly 

educated and those reliant on welfare have moved in and congregated in similar 

ways to those identified in other cities.   

 

If the same patterns are not evident in tourist cities and coastal towns, it may be that 

a new style of disadvantage is becoming apparent in these areas.  This type of 

disadvantage will continue to reflect polarisation, that is, a widening gap in terms of 

income and employment.  However, the large numbers of people on low incomes in 

coastal locations can be partly attributed to the higher number of retirees or others 

who have sought escape from stressful jobs and lifestyles.  This also contributes to 

the lower level of workforce participation in coastal areas.   
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Finally, the reliance on the two main industries of tourism and urban development in 

such locations leads to a relative lack of demand for professionals or senior 

management with a higher share of jobs in the services sector.  As these jobs are not 

able be filled by illegal workers or ethnic minorities as in some overseas cities, there 

is a demand for lower level service jobs, often on a casual or part-time basis, that is 

met by the less well off, either locals or those moving from other cities. 

 

Tourist cities and coastal locations also tend to have higher levels of unemployment 

and welfare dependency perhaps also related to their less traditional household 

structures where one parent families, couples without children and people living 

alone are over–represented.  This high level of dependency on welfare transfers has 

led to a reliance on population growth to maintain levels of economic activity (Birrell, 

Newman and Newton, 1995).   

 

Areas with strong population growth tend to experience growth in jobs in the 

population related sectors such as education and health (O’Connor and Stimson, 

1994), while jobs in the developing industries and professions appear to be related to 

the level of integration with the global economy.   Additionally, the new coastal 

growth communities have been described as having some of the worst levels of 

relative concentration of poor human capital performance.  In these communities, the 

social service or welfare income received was greater than the tax paid on income 

generating activities (Stimson and Baum, 2001).   

 

Research into social structure and spatial patterns in Australian cities remains an 

important policy issue because of the substantial implications for sustainable urban 

development strategies and resource allocation.  Both local and state governments 

are concerned with inequitable development and pockets of disadvantage because 

they are responsible for service provision.  The shape of cities and their social 

structure is also significant for quality of life issues, achieving social justice 

objectives, management of capital budgets and infrastructure spending.   

 

Indeed, the interest of federal governments also seems assured as the states begin 

to collectively exert pressure for responsible spending on federally-funded 

infrastructure projects that help shape urban areas.  The states are now calling for 

these projects to be funded in concert with the application of policies that support 



CChhaannggiinngg  ppaatttteerrnnss  ooff  ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggee  iinn  GGoolldd  CCooaasstt  CCiittyy  TTaayylloorr  
 

SSttaattee  ooff  AAuussttrraalliiaann  CCiittiieess  NNaattiioonnaall  CCoonnffeerreennccee  22000033  PPaaggee  66  

local objectives and assist in preventing, rather than contributing to, urban issues 

such as sprawling suburbs, congested roadways, under-utilised or poorly located 

public transport and lack of infrastructure.  Mounting interest by voters, as growth 

pressures and increasingly apparent social divisions draw attention to these matters, 

is also likely to stimulate federal acknowledgement of urban issues as an electoral 

concern. 

 

This research considers patterns of relative socio-economic disadvantage in Gold 

Coast City, part of Australia’s fastest growing mega-metropolitan region.  The choice 

of this city focuses the findings in the Australian context and investigates the 

existence of social division in a city without an industrial legacy, but in contrast, one 

that has recently developed and is reflective of more post modern concerns such as 

consumption, pleasure and simulations.  The approach used, discussed more fully 

below, identifies the contributing elements of the concept of socio-economic 

disadvantage thus unpacking the term and developing an understanding of its 

operation.  In addition, disadvantage is considered at the beginning of the decade of 

the 1990s as well as at the end of the decade, in order to isolate changes in these 

contributing elements as well as the shifting spatial patterns that have resulted. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
A measure of socio-economic disadvantage was prepared using principal 

components analysis to construct an index based on aggregated characteristics 

measured in the Census of Population and Housing.  A multivariate approach was 

chosen to reflect the multi-dimensional nature of the concept of disadvantage and to 

allow identification of the elements that combine to form the measures.   

 

Data were compiled for all Statistical Local Areas (SLAs) in Gold Coast City and 

converted to rates of the type “proportion of the population at risk”.  SLAs were 

chosen in the first instance, to give a broad indication of the spatial distribution of 

disadvantage and also to investigate the use of non-Census data that were available 

at this level of geography.  Subsequently, the analysis was repeated at the Census 

Collection District (CD) level to reflect more detailed spatial patterns and provide a 

finer level of analysis.  Appendix One gives a listing of the variable set used for all 

analyses along with the minimum and maximum values of each variable and the 
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SLAs recording these values in 2001.  This first step in the analysis provided some 

familiarity with the data and a broad indication of the areas performing best or worst 

on these indicators. 

 

Variables were chosen using a multi-phase approach consisting of comparisons with 

variables used in previous studies into socio-economic disadvantage both in 

Australia and overseas, advice and input from workers with detailed local knowledge 

and interest in the research findings, as well as extensive testing and optimisation of 

the initial variable matrix. This resulted in the selection of 13 variables used for both 

the SLA and CD level analyses. 

 

Initially, the analysis was undertaken on 1991 Census data using SLA and then CD 

units of analysis.  Subsequently, the analysis was repeated on 2001 Census data, 

first at the SLA level and then at the CD level.  Between 1991 and 2001, one SLA in 

the study area was split into two, so for the 2001 analysis, the values for these two 

individual SLAs were combined.  This allowed a comparison of SLAs at the two 

points in time although the population of these SLAs was substantially different due 

to the large amount of population growth and internal mobility that occurred in Gold 

Coast City over the decade.  This level of growth made comparisons at the CD level 

impossible and only broad spatial patterns have been compared for these units of 

analysis.   

 

No conclusions can be drawn about individuals resident in the areas at either time 

period.  However, as far as possible, the same variables were extracted from each of 

the 1991 and 2001 censuses.  Some variables were modified slightly reflecting 

different reporting of the measure or to adjust for inflation over the decade.  For 

example, the variable relating to income of single parent families measured the 

proportion of families earning up to $20,000 per year in 1991 and up to $26,000 per 

year in 2001.   Three variables were not able to be extracted from the 2001 Basic 

Community Profile and were excluded from the analysis.  These were the proportion 

of one parent families where the parent was unemployed, the proportion of two 

parent families where both parents were employed part-time or one employed part-

time and one full-time, and the proportion of occupied private dwellings with two or 

less bedrooms and six or more people usually resident.  Making use of the same 

variable pool at two different points in time allows for a comparison of the strength of 
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association of each of the variables to the index.  Therefore, an assessment could be 

made of the change in the contribution of individual variables to the measure. 

 

Common approaches to selecting the number of components or factors to retain 

were utilised included considering those factors with eigenvalues greater than one, 

referring to a scree plot and taking into account interpretability.  Communalities, 

which show the proportion of variance explained by individual variables, were also 

reviewed.  A number of rotations, including oblique rotations, were considered with 

varimax rotations selected due to their enhancement of variable loading patterns and 

assistance in interpretation of the factors.  In total, the analysis was run many times 

so that a high level of familiarity with the data eventuated and the clearest results 

retained. 

 

Applying standard conventions, the factors were named according to the highest 

loading variables, whether positive or negative.  All factors were bi-polar, that is, 

there were both positive and negative high loading variables strongly associated with 

the factors.  In general, only variables with higher loadings were considered as these 

explain higher amounts of the shared variance.  For example, a loading of 0.71 

explains 50% of overlapping variance while a loading of 0.32 explains only 10% of 

variance in the dataset. 
 

RESULTS 
In each analysis, the most explanatory factor was referred to as a measure of 

general disadvantage.  It was this factor that was used to generate scores, which in 

turn were used to map the distribution of disadvantage throughout the City.  

However, minor dimensions are also of interest in that they illustrate further facets of 

the disadvantage concept.   

 

In the 1991 SLA analysis, the general disadvantage factor had high loadings on the 

unemployed (0.92) including youth unemployment (0.86), single parent families with 

at least two dependents and earning low incomes (0.84) and moderately high 

loadings on households and families on low incomes (both 0.67), Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander persons (0.68) as well as highly qualified persons (-0.51).  This 

suggests aspects of employment, income and ethnicity form this general measure of 
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disadvantage, a measure that accounted for 46.7% of variation in the dataset.  The 

second factor, labelled as age disadvantage loaded high on persons aged 65 years 

or more (0.80) and two parent families with at least two dependents and low incomes 

(-0.74).  The third factor appeared to measure education disadvantage with high 

loadings on poor English skills (-0.81), low rent (0.68) and people with no 

qualifications (-0.65).  Housing disadvantage was reflected in the fourth factor with 

persons living in caravans or other improvised housing loading at 0.89.   

 

Similarly, repeating the process using 1991 CD units of analysis resulted in a general 

disadvantage factor accounting for 24.5% of variance and loading high on family 

households with no motor vehicles, male unemployment, low income households, 

persons separated or divorced, degree qualifications (negative loading), low rent 

households and female unemployment.  The secondary factors in this solution 

accounted for only small amounts of variance but appeared to reflect aspects of 

education/qualifications, housing and age as for the SLA level analysis. 

 

Three main components were also identified in the 2001 SLA analysis.  These were 

labelled education disadvantage, general socio-economic disadvantage and age 

disadvantage.  The first factor, education disadvantage accounted for 30.4% of 

variance in the dataset and had high loadings on early school leavers (0.92), degree 

qualifications (-0.92), no qualifications (0.90) and low rent (0.72).  The second factor 

termed general socio-economic disadvantage, accounted for 37.0% of variance and 

had high loadings on low household income (0.91), families without motor vehicles 

(0.86), low income single parent families (0.86), unemployed males (0.84) and low 

family income (0.79).  The third factor labelled age disadvantage had high loadings 

on home ownership (-0.85) and people aged 65 years or more (-0.85) but also had a 

moderate loading on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (0.51) and a low loading 

on youth unemployment (0.32). 

 

The 2001 CD level analysis also resulted in three main components of socio-

economic disadvantage being identified.  The first component again reflected 

disadvantage based on level of education or qualification achieved and accounted for 

18.6% of variance.  The second component in the CD level analysis was related to 

older people in the community and explained 15.0% of variance.  The third 

component was the general socio-economic disadvantage dimension with higher 
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loadings on a large range of variables, such as home ownership (-0.77) and low 

income single parent families (0.74).  It had the largest explanatory power (21.1%). 

 

In both the 2001 SLA and CD analyses, a single component was retained in order to 

provide the most explanatory power and to be used for assessing the general spatial 

patterns.  In the SLA analysis, this single component accounted for more than half 

(53.5%) of the variation and had high loadings on male, female and youth 

unemployment, low income single parent families, low rent accommodation, people 

who were separated or divorced, degree qualifications (negative loading), Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people and low income two parent families.  In the CD 

analysis, the general socio-economic disadvantage factor accounted for 30.0% of the 

variation with high loadings on the same variables, although in a different order. 

 

In summary, socio-economic disadvantage as identified in the 1991 analysis 

comprised a number of components or dimensions; general socio-economic 

disadvantage, age disadvantage and education disadvantage.  Rankings on the first 

two of these components gave a similar result while the third and remaining 

components were not very explanatory. 

 

In the 2001 analysis, much clearer differentiation occurred such that socio-economic 

disadvantage was still measured in the same three main components but each of 

these accounted for a larger share of the variance and therefore were more important 

in terms of explanatory power.  In addition, the first two components in the SLA 

analysis were roughly equal in terms of the amount of variance explained while the 

first three components of the CD analysis were equally important.  This is in contrast 

to the results of the 1991 analysis where the first component was the most powerful 

for each level of analysis.  Additionally, rankings of areas on the first two components 

identified in the SLA analysis resulted in quite different results.  Thus, an area could 

be moderately disadvantaged in terms of education levels and qualifications (in turn 

leading to disadvantage in competing for scarce jobs) while being highly 

disadvantaged on general indicators like low incomes and unemployment (leading to 

disadvantage in participating in the housing market).   

 

These results suggest that the social environment of Gold Coast City has become 

more complex over the decade to 2001 resulting in a splitting of the axes of socio-
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economic disadvantage.  Each of the components is now more important in its own 

right as the elements of disadvantage have become more clearly defined. 
 

SPATIAL PATTERNS 
In the 1991 analysis, two SLAs in the far north of the City, Eagleby and Beenleigh, 

were ranked in the highest quintile on the disadvantage index.  These results were 

reinforced in the CD analysis where the same two areas were found to have the 

majority of their CDs in the most highly disadvantaged quintile (see Figure 1 in 

Appendix Two).  In addition, Coolangatta and Bilinga, established coastal suburbs in 

the south of the City, were also in the most disadvantaged quintile. 

 

The pattern of highly disadvantaged areas being located in close proximity to areas 

that were less disadvantaged or ‘marbling’ was also apparent.  Highly disadvantaged 

areas were not confined to either the urbanised, suburban or rural locations but 

instead, were scattered throughout all these areas.  With only a few exceptions, 

those areas designated as highly disadvantaged were not found along the coast.  

Generally, the most disadvantaged areas were immediately behind the coast with a 

solid strip running from Mermaid Beach in the centre of the city right through to 

Coolangatta in the south. 

 

Areas of very low disadvantage tended to be located in the newer hinterland areas.  

In addition, these areas were all located adjacent to other areas of low disadvantage 

with less ‘marbling’ of the patterns occurring in these areas.  Care should be 

exercised when considering the spatial patterns of disadvantage on a map.  The size 

of the SLAs or CDs can give a false impression of the distribution.  In addition, the 

location of a single facility, for example a caravan park, may skew the findings. 

 

In the 2001 analysis, the two northern suburbs of Eagleby and Beenleigh featured as 

the top two ranked SLAs on this measure of socio-economic disadvantage.  In 

addition, the same two southern suburbs of Coolangatta and Bilinga were the next 

most disadvantaged on this index.  Other areas that ranked high on the disadvantage 

index in 2001 formed a band running through the mid-north coastal area from 

Coombabah to Southport plus Palm Beach on the southern coast and Stephens.  

Areas in the next highest quintile were generally located near to these areas, either 
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adjacent to Beenleigh, stretching westwards from Southport or linked to the southern 

beachside suburbs. 

 

Areas ranked as average on this measure of disadvantage, that is neither 

disadvantaged nor advantaged, were mostly found along the coastline from Surfers 

Paradise in the north to Burleigh Heads and Currumbin in the south.  In addition, 

several suburbs along the Pacific Highway corridor were in this category.  The 

remaining areas, designated in the least disadvantaged quintiles, included many of 

the well-established suburbs just off the coastal strip plus large areas of the 

hinterland.  The least disadvantaged suburb was Main Beach-Broadwater situated in 

a high amenity coastal location. 

 

Most SLAs in the highest disadvantage category also had some CDs that were more 

advantaged, reflecting the marbling phenomenon where areas containing 

disadvantaged populations are found adjacent to, or interspersed with, areas 

containing less disadvantaged populations (Figure 2).  The more advantaged areas 

of these suburbs are likely to contain clusters of higher cost housing probably 

associated with preferred locations such as hilltops or ridges.  Similarly, areas in the 

low disadvantage category also had some CDs that were more disadvantaged.  For 

example, most CDs in Broadbeach Waters were in the very low category of 

disadvantage except for two small pockets closer to the Gold Coast Highway that 

probably contained older style, low cost accommodation. 

 

The CDs in the high and very high disadvantage categories were grouped in the 

northern suburbs of Beenleigh and Eagleby, the southern suburbs of Bilinga and 

Coolangatta as well as in an arc from Coombabah, through Southport and westwards 

to Nerang and south to Stephens.  The coastal strip did contain a number of CDs in 

the high and very high disadvantage categories but these were generally found 

further back from the coast.  Along the coastline, higher cost housing is tending to 

dominate, particularly in areas closer to the water.  This is clearly shown in Miami 

where most of the SLA comprises CDs in the very high disadvantage category 

except for those CDs immediately adjacent to the coast where gentrification of older 

housing has occurred and house and land values have risen. 
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Discussion 
While the results of the two analyses are not directly comparable, an inspection of 

the rankings from both analyses can give a broad indication of change.  For many 

areas, the pattern of disadvantage did not substantially alter over the decade.  Just 

less than half (19 SLAs or 44% of comparable areas) only changed their ranking by 

three places or less.  However, a number of SLAs worsened their position in the 

rankings over the decade.  The largest movement was for Edens Landing-Holmview, 

which moved 16 places to rank in eleventh position in the 2001 analysis.  This 

resulted in a categorisation as very high disadvantage compared to a neutral 

designation in the 1991 analysis.  Other SLAs to worsen their rankings included 

Oxenford (13 places), Carrara-Merrimac (11 places), Nerang (13 places) and Mt 

Warren Park (12 places).  Both Edens Landing-Holmview and Mt Warren Park are 

located in the north of the City adjacent to the highly disadvantaged area of 

Beenleigh.  The remaining suburbs to worsen their ranking on the index of 

disadvantage are all situated in the highway corridor. 

 

Conversely, many SLAs improved their ranking in the 2001 analysis compared with 

the 1991 analysis. The best performer was Mermaid Beach, which moved 19 places 

to rank in 32nd position in 2001.  This resulted in a change from high disadvantage in 

the 1991 analysis to low disadvantage in the 2001 analysis.  Other SLAs that 

improved their ranking included Main Beach-Broadwater (16 places), Burleigh Heads 

(15 places), Broadbeach (12 places) and Currumbin 11 places).  All of these are 

beachside suburbs suggesting that gentrification processes where older housing is 

taken over and redeveloped for a different clientele, has displaced some of the more 

disadvantaged population to other locations in the city.  It is also notable that this 

process seems to have had most impact in the mid-coast strip from Broadbeach to 

Currumbin, with SLAs from Surfers Paradise north showing little improvement and 

SLAs in the far south coastal zone also remaining in the very high disadvantage 

category. 

 

It is also evident by comparing the two analyses that higher levels of disadvantage 

appear to be slowly creeping westwards into the highway corridor suburbs.  For 

example, both Nerang and Oxenford were classified in the neutral disadvantage 

category in the 1991 analysis but fell into the high disadvantage category in the 2001 

analysis.  Carrara-Merrimac also moved from the low category in 1991 to the neutral 
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category in 2001.  These may well be the new locations for less well-off people who 

were displaced from coastal areas; areas that are experiencing rapidly increasing 

property prices and gentrification. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper compares findings from an analysis of 1991 and 2001 Census data for 

areas in Gold Coast City.  An index of socio-economic disadvantage was prepared 

using a comparable variable set for both SLAs and CDs in the city.  The loadings of 

variables on each of theses indices were compared as were the broad spatial 

patterns resulting from mapping the factor scores of the main component, taken to 

represent socio-economic disadvantage.  This approach allowed some broad 

conclusions regarding the changing nature of socio-economic disadvantage, as 

measured by the variables used to construct these indices.  In addition, the spatial 

patterns of disadvantage as measured at each point in time were compared to 

ascertain broad changes over the decade to 2001. 

 

Social structure in Gold Coast City has, in line with changes in other major cities 

throughout the world, become more complex.  Sweeping demographic changes have 

altered the face of our communities such that the dominance of the traditional family 

unit is being challenged, different forms of families are becoming more common as 

the number of divorces and separations increase, families are becoming smaller with 

many couples choosing to remain childless and partly as a result, the population is 

ageing.  Similarly, global economic change is impacting on local economies with 

changes occurring in employment opportunities, the level of skills and training 

required and the ability of many to secure jobs. 

 

These changes are causing increasing divisions in the social structure of urban 

areas.  Polarisation is occurring where qualifications, employment and income levels 

differentiate between people.  In effect it is the participation in new economy 

industries and markets that gives rise to this differentiation.  In turn, these divisions 

dictate the differential ability of people to effectively participate in jobs and housing 

markets, which lead to spatial segregation.  “Within the major metropolitan cities 

throughout the world, the transformation of urban economies from a manufacturing 

base to a services and information base, along with suburbanisation trends in 
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settlement patterns are generating a new urban spatial geography which adapts old 

spaces to new processes in addition to creating significant new urban spaces” 

(Stimson, 1995, 78).  Social and economic changes and the new urbanisation 

processes that are shaping contemporary urban areas have resulted in the need for 

detailed empirical investigations.  Such investigations should focus on breaking down 

the concepts used to describe these social structures as well as identifying how they 

have changed over time. 

 

Social divisions in urban areas are, of course, nothing new.  There have been social 

divisions in cities throughout the ages.  However, the increasingly hardened 

boundaries of these divisions, the further differentiation occurring between subgroups 

within the divisions and the development of entire environments in these divisions are 

new.  In addition, the level of intensity around these spatial patterns, associated with 

an increasing scale of change, is new in terms of those pattern’s prevalence, their 

prominence and their magnitude (Marcuse and van Kempen, 2000).    

 

Baum, Mullins, Stimson and O’Connor (2002) investigated new social structures in 

the Australian metropolitan environment with their findings of particular interest for 

this research.  They identified a series of communities of affluence as well as 

communities of vulnerability that existed in Australian urban areas.  One particular 

vulnerable community was identified as being located on the fringe of urban regions.  

Gold Coast City was classified into this community along with several other areas.   

 

The current research expands on that classification and shows that within the City 

there are a range of areas with different levels of disadvantage and a distinctive 

spatial pattern.  In addition, there were shown to be some particular areas of relative 

advantage or affluence, as well as areas of disadvantage being interspersed with 

areas of advantage.  Broad designations, while valuable at the national level, can be 

usefully complemented by undertaking analyses at lower levels of geography, as 

demonstrated in this research.   

 

This research has identified the most important variables contributing to a measure of 

socio-economic disadvantage in one Australian city.  These variables included 

unemployment, low income, low rent accommodation, separation or divorce, level of 

qualification and identification as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.  The research 
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also revealed that with the increasing complexity of social relations in contemporary 

cities, one key axis of differentiation, socio-economic disadvantage, split into a 

number of important components.  Over time, the minor components of the measure 

became more differentiated and explained larger amounts of the variance in the 

dataset.  Thus, a number of clearly defined aspects of the concept of disadvantage 

could be identified.  This subdivision reinforces the multi-dimensional nature of this 

key concept of urban social structure and hints at the recent changes occurring in our 

communities. 

  

In this research, disadvantage, based predominantly on educational characteristics 

such as the length of schooling and qualifications held, was clearly identified as 

separate to a more general aspect of socio-economic disadvantage.  In addition, an 

extra component related to disadvantage on the basis of age deserves further 

investigation given the increasing share of the population made up of older people 

both now and projected for the future.  It is possible that this aspect of disadvantage 

will separate into further sub-components as the number of older people increase 

and differences between them become more identifiable.   

 

The spatial pattern of socio-economic disadvantage in Gold Coast City is illustrated 

in the accompanying maps.  These reveal a complex pattern of high and low 

disadvantage mixed together in suburbs throughout the City.  Where areas of high 

disadvantage are grouped together, some type of localised response may be useful.  

However, it should be noted that not every resident of very high disadvantaged areas 

are themselves disadvantaged.  Residents of these locations simply have a higher 

risk of being disadvantaged. 

 

Over the decade to 2001, just less than half of the SLAs in Gold Coast City recorded 

only marginal change in their rankings on this index of socio-economic disadvantage.  

However, some areas recorded significantly worse rankings at the end of the decade.  

Many of these areas were adjacent to areas that were previously classified in the 

high disadvantage category suggesting a spreading of the disadvantage 

phenomenon. 

 

In contrast, other areas improved their ranking becoming relatively more advantaged.  

This was particularly apparent in the mid-coastal suburbs where gentrification of 
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housing appears to be changing the nature of some communities.  It may be as a 

result of the change to these coastal communities that other suburbs, notably in the 

highway corridor, have become somewhat more disadvantaged possibly becoming 

the new location of those displaced. 

 

While providing some indication of the patterns of socio-economic disadvantage and 

how these are changing, this type of research should be supplemented by 

complementary investigations into the changing economic circumstances and 

demographic characteristics of the Gold Coast population.  However, being aware of 

information such as the results of this research, including in particular the worsening 

situation for some in our community, leads to an obligation or responsibility for action.  

While local solutions, developed co-operatively between public and private 

organisations and the people affected, probably have the greatest chance of 

success, their impact is uncertain.  However, the result of no action at all seems 

certain to lead not only to increasing negative outcomes in a range of sectors of 

community life, but also to a lack of social sustainability in our communities in the 

long term. 
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Appendix One – List of variables with minimum and maximum values at 2001 
 
Note that this is the complete listing of variables used in the initial analyses.  
Subsequently, some variables were excluded due to repetition, redundancy or poor 
performance. 
 
 
Variable name Description Minimum value Maximum value 
Unem15+ Proportion of population 

aged 15+ years who stated 
they were unemployed 

5.54% (Main 
Beach-Broadwater) 

20.44% (Eagleby) 

Ythunem Proportion of population 15-
19 years who stated they 
were unemployed 

9.52% 
(Mudgeeraba) 

35.24% (Eagleby) 

Lowhhinc Proportion of households 
with weekly income of less 
than $300 

2.10% (Windaroo-
Bannockburn) 

24.13% 
(Coolangatta) 

Lowfaminc Proportion of families with 
weekly income of less than 
$300 

0.81% (Windaroo-
Bannockburn) 

6.86% (Eagleby) 

Lowrent Proportion of rented 
occupied private dwellings 
where rent is less than 
$150 per week 

3.70% (Bundall) 88.61% (Eagleby) 

Degree+ Proportion of persons 15+ 
who had a Bachelor 
degree, a post graduate 
diploma or a higher degree 

2.97% (Eagleby) 15.53% (Main 
Beach-
Broadwater) 

Spfloinc Proportion of families with 
children that are single 
parent earning less than 
$500 per week 

5.81% (Windaroo-
Bannockburn) 

30.95% 
(Coolangatta) 

Pf2loinc Proportion of families with 
children that have two 
parents earning less than 
$700 per week 

8.16% (Main 
Beach-Broadwater) 

20.84% (Eagleby) 

Aged Proportion of the total 
population who were aged 
65 years or more 

4.49% (Parkwood) 34.15% 
(Coolangatta) 

Pooreng Proportion of overseas born 
arriving in Australia 
between 1998 and 2001, 
speaking English not well or 
not at all 

0.00% (18 SLAs) 10.93% (Hope 
Island) 

Caradw Proportion of persons in 
occupied private dwellings 
that lived in a caravan, 
cabin, houseboat, 
improvised home, tent or 
slept out 

0.00% (20 SLAs) 11.10% (Biggera 
Waters) 

Ownhse Proportion of dwellings that 
are owned 

18.24% (Edens 
Landing-Holmview) 

51.12% (Hollywell) 

Atsi Proportion of persons (less 
overseas visitors) who 
identified as Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait 
Islander 

0.33% (Burleigh 
Heads) 

4.49% (Eagleby) 
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Variable name Description Minimum value Maximum value 
Maleunem Proportion of male 

population 15+ who stated 
they were unemployed 

5.91% (Hope 
Island) 

21.85% (Eagleby) 

Femunem Proportion of female 
population 15+ who stated 
they were unemployed 

4.17% (Main 
Beach-Broadwater) 

18.45% (Eagleby) 

Notqual Proportion of persons aged 
15+ who were not qualified 

45.02% (Main 
Beach-Broadwater) 

66.42% (Eagleby) 

Exschool Proportion of persons 15+ 
whose highest level of 
schooling was Year 10 or 
equivalent 

29.36% (Surfers 
Paradise) 

55.39% (Eagleby) 

Sepdiv Proportion of persons aged 
15+ who were separated or 
divorced 

9.12% (Windaroo-
Bannockburn) 

19.01% (Labrador) 

Famhh0mv Proportion of family 
households with no motor 
vehicles 

0.49% (Windaroo-
Bannockburn) 

22.98% 
(Broadbeach) 
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Appendix Two – maps of results 
 
Figure One: 
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Figure Two: 
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