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1 INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 
Housing assistance (HA) interventions not only aim to meet housing needs, they also 
contribute to higher level outcomes, such as improved social and economic well-
being for individuals, families and communities. The overarching research question 
of Collaborative Research Venture 1 is:  

How do HA programs impact on economic participation outcomes, that is, 
employment, retirement, education and training outcomes?   

This report addresses two questions; firstly, is there anything about the HA and 
employment relationship that should concern policy makers and academics? 
Secondly, does a detailed profiling of working age HA recipients against benchmark 
groups in the working age population, suggest that aspects of the housing they 
occupy (e.g. its location) or of their socio-economic, demographic and health 
characteristics might be relevant to employment outcomes.   

The answers to these questions are of relevance to policy makers as in recent years 
we have witnessed an increasing interest in the relationship between the housing 
market and transitions into employment. The evidence we have is largely overseas 
based and has two particular strands; in one the focus is on the role of housing 
subsidies as a potential source of work disincentives (Shroder, 2002; Fischer, 2000, 
Verma et al 2003; Flatau et al, 2003, Whelan, 2004). The second strand is motivated 
by public policy programs that seek to break up geographical concentrations of 
poverty by encouraging relocation of job poor households to areas of higher socio-
economic status (McClure, 2004). 

The issues we address are of particular importance to the welfare reform agenda. 
HA can contribute to poverty and unemployment traps that act as work disincentives, 
an issue we explore in detail in project B of this Collaborative Research Venture. 
However, HA programmes are increasingly targeted on the most disadvantaged, so 
that employment outcomes could reflect other impediments to workforce 
participation. In this report we offer detailed findings on these other impediments that 
could stem from the housing occupied and its location, or the socio economic 
background of the HA recipient, including family background, education, training and 
health.  

Our approach involves the use of confidential unit record files from a series of 
surveys. Appendix 1 lists the surveys that have been employed in the research for 
this report. In comparing employment outcomes more than one survey has been 
used to corroborate findings.1 We have in each case taken considerable care to 
identify the HA status of households in each survey. Generally this is straightforward 
for public housing tenants because the tenure of the household is identified.  For 
private renters we identify those receiving Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) by 
reference to their source of income, whether or not they receive a government 
welfare payment or family tax benefit, and the rent they pay. In appendix 2 we 
explain in detail how this is achieved. 

Section 2 of this paper offers evidence that those in disadvantaged housing market 
positions are also much more likely to be unemployed or not participating in the 
labour force. This is no surprise, and does not necessarily mean that there is a 

                                                      
1 As will be evident in section 2 below, the Survey of Income and Housing Costs (SIHC) 2000-01 and 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics Australia (HILDA) Survey wave 1 have been used in this 
way. Findings replicated across more than one survey are of course more robust.  
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causal link running through from housing to labour market status. However, on 
comparing those persons receiving housing subsidies with government welfare 
recipients ineligible for housing subsidies, the employment profile of the former is 
again found to be inferior. Furthermore, there is clear evidence of an increasing 
concentration of job poor households among those eligible for housing subsidies. 
These observations offer a firmer indication that there may be substance to the 
relationship between housing and transitions into employment. 

In section 3 we examine characteristics of the housing occupied, its location and the 
family background of HA recipients. We are particularly interested in whether place 
has a role in shaping the employment opportunities of households and their 
offspring. We find that there is evidence of a digital divide that is separating HA 
recipients from the rest of the working age population. The housing occupied by CRA 
recipients without dependent children and public housing tenants are less likely to be 
equipped with computers, and is less likely to offer occupants access to the Internet. 
On the other hand our findings on location and access to work opportunities are 
ambivalent. There is little evidence from our data sources that HA recipients in 
employment travel further to work than benchmark groups in the working age 
population. However, unemployed persons receiving HA are more likely to mention 
travel to work difficulties as an impediment to employment. Finally in section 2 we 
explore the family background of HA recipients. We are here concerned with whether 
HA status is associated with intergenerational transmission of disadvantage that 
entrenches low rates of economic participation. This is a complex question and the 
comparisons we make are descriptive and must be qualified by the reservation that 
cause and effect are not conclusively identified. Our findings suggest that relative to 
benchmark groups HA recipients are somewhat more likely to have grown up in a 
household where either the father or mother was unemployed, and to have 
experienced household dissolution as a child.  

Section 4 investigates the influence of education.  In general it finds that higher 
education provides access to more full time employment and higher incomes.  
Recipients of HA are generally young and do not hold post-school qualifications 
which results in them having lower income, greater exposure to non-full-time 
employment and hence lower incomes.  They are more likely to be employed in low 
growth and low-income industries. 

Section 4 examines the health of HA recipients.  It finds that the proportion of HA 
recipients with poor health or with a disability is greater than the national overall 
average.  However, it finds there are significant differences especially between 
private renters who receive CRA as a supplement to family payments and other HA 
recipients. 
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2 HOW DO HOUSING ASSISTANCE RECIPIENTS’ 
RATES OF EMPLOYMENT COMPARE WITH THE 
REST OF THE POPULATION? 

In this section, we examine different dimensions of the economic participation of HA 
recipients that are of working age. Thus the retired and dependent children are 
omitted from the sample employed in analyses. The three HA groups we focus on 
are:  

• Public housing tenants; 

• Private renters who receive CRA as a supplement to pensions or allowances 
under the Social Security Act (CRA (BN)); and 

• Private renters who receive CRA as a supplement to family payments (CRA 
(FP)).  

• HA recipients are compared with two other working age groups that act as 
benchmarks for comparison purposes:  

• Other government transfer programme recipients (TPRs), that is, government 
benefit recipients who are not eligible for HA; and  

• Persons who neither receive government benefits nor receive HA. 

Government benefit recipients who are not eligible for HA form a low-income group 
who are likely to have socio-economic and demographic characteristics that are 
similar to HA recipients. They therefore act as a more suitable benchmark for 
comparison than the rest of the working age population. 

The benchmark and HA groups are defined with respect to working age persons. 
The main aspects of economic participation examined include rates of employment, 
labour market history and household employment2. We also examine the household 
employment trends of HA recipients from 1981 through to 2001. 

2.1 Employment Rates and Housing Assistance 
As is to be expected given the application of means tests, HA recipients are less 
likely to be employed than the rest of the working age population (see table 2.1), but 
HA recipients also have lower rates of employment compared to other TPRs. The 
relatively low rates of employment among HA recipients are not due to high rates of 
voluntary work. In fact, the proportion of HA recipients engaged in voluntary work is 
slight lower than other groups. Approximately 30% of HA recipients are engaged in 
voluntary work compared to 38% of persons who do not receive HA. 

                                                      
2 Education and training, two other dimensions of economic participation are examined in section 4. 
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Table 2.1: Labour force status, by HA group, per cent 

Labour force status CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Employed full-time 4.8 24.0 15.6 24.6 71.7 55.9 
Employed part-time 15.5 17.2 12.2 19.2 14.7 15.7 
Unemployed 29.4 13.6 11.7 8.0 1.6 4.6 
Not in the labour force 50.3 45.3 60.5 48.2 12.0 23.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 310 338 377 2,210 7,031 10,266 

Source: SIHC 2000-01 
 

2.2 Labour Market History and Housing Assistance 
Table 2.2 examines the employment history of HA recipients in comparison with 
other groups. The following observations are noteworthy: 

• Only 35% of HA recipients have spent more than 75% of their working lives in 
paid employment, as compared to 45.3% of other TPRs; 

• HA recipients have spent an average of 56% of their working lives in paid 
employment. In comparison, other TPRs have spent 64% of their working lives in 
paid employment.  

• HA recipients have spent 10.2% of their working lives in unemployment, as 
compared to 6.4% for other TPRs; 

• HA recipients have spent 33.6% of their working lives not in the labour force, as 
compared to 29.9% for other TPRs; 

• The average length of the latest spell of unemployment (within the past 17 
months) for currently unemployed HA recipients is 7.7 months, as compared to 
7.3 months for other TPRs. 

Table 2.2: Employment history profile, by HA group, 2001, per cent 

 HA recipients Benefits, no HA No benefits, no HA All 
Time in paid employment as a percentage of working life 
25 per cent or less 22.0 16.3 4.1 7.8 
25-50 per cent 20.7 15.2 6.7 9.5 
50-75 per cent 22.8 23.1 14.1 16.3 
More than 75 per cent 34.6 45.3 75.1 66.3 
Total 100.0 100 100 100 
Sample a 1161 1,491 7,801 10,453 
      
Percentage of working life in and out of paid employment 
In paid employment  56.0 63.5 83.6 77.7 
In unemployment  10.2 6.4 2.5 3.9 
Not in the labour force  33.6 29.9 13.7 18.2 
Sample a 299 1,491 7,801 10,453 
     
Average length of latest spell of unemployment within previous 17 months 
Months 7.7 7.3 4 5.7 
Sample b 284 297 600 1,181 

Source: HILDA wave 1 
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Notes: 
a. The sample consists of working age persons who have left full-time education. 
b. The sample consists of currently unemployed persons who have endured a spell of unemployment 

in the past 17 months. 
Table 2.3 lists the main activities that have been undertaken by working age persons 
while they were neither working nor looking for work. Of particular significance is the 
much higher proportion of HA recipients (all CRA (FP) recipients and 75% of public 
housing tenants) undertaking home duties or childcare while not in the labour force3. 
CRA (BN) recipients are more likely to be caring for one’s own disability or handicap 
than other TPRs. Other TPRs and persons who are not eligible for any government 
transfer programme entitlement are more likely to be studying or travelling when they 
are not in the labour force.                                                                                                    

Table 2.3: Main activity during time spent neither working nor looking for work, 2001, 
per cent 

Main activity CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Retired/Voluntarily inactive 14.3 0.0 0.0 1.5 4.3 3.7 
Home duties/Childcare 28.6 100.0 75.0 46.3 39.3 45.6 
Study 14.3 0.0 16.7 17.9 38.1 30.2 
Own disability or handicap 28.6 0.0 8.3 10.4 0.8 3.7 
Own illness or injury 7.1 0.0 0.0 16.4 3.9 5.8 
Looking after ill or disabled 
person 

0.0 0.0 0.0 1.5 0.8 0.8 

Travelling/Holiday/Leisure  7.1 0.0 0.0 3.0 12.1 9.0 
Unpaid voluntary work 0.0 0.0  1.5  0.3 
Other  0.0 0.0 1.5 0.8 0.8  
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 14 27 12 67 257 377 

Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Note: The sample consists of working age persons who have left full-time education who have spent 

time neither working nor looking for work. 
 

                                                      
3 In view of this it is surprising to learn that when asked about access to childcare in HILDA, HA 
recipients do not suggest that this is problematic in relation to getting a job (see table 2.6 below). 
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2.3 Trends in Household Joblessness 
The pattern of inferior employment outcomes for HA recipients is confirmed by an 
examination of the incidence of job poor households. Although unemployment has 
generally fallen since the early 1980s, there has been a rising incidence of 
household joblessness. Dawkins, Gregg and Scutella (2001) have shown that 
joblessness among the working age population has become more concentrated 
among particular socio-economic and demographic groups. One neglected 
dimension of this concentration is the strikingly high incidence among HA recipients. 
Findings from both the Survey of Income and Housing Costs (SIHC) 2000-01 and 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics Australia (HILDA) Survey wave 1 reveal 
the relatively high and rising incidence of job poor households among HA recipients, 
as compared to other TPRs (see table 2.4). 

Table 2.4: Incidence of job poor households, by HA group of household head, 2000-01, 
per cent 

Incidence of job poor 
households 

CRA 
(BN)

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

SIHC 2000-01       
Number of job poor households 105 111 190 476 190 1,073 
Per cent 67.7 48.1 65.5 38.4 5.5 20.0 
Sample 155 231 290 1,239 3,449 5,364 
       
HILDA wave 1       
Number of job poor households 137 124 159 490 246 1,158 
Per cent 59.3 40.1 56.6 49.8 5.9 19.4 
Sample 231 308 281 983 4,164 5,967 

Source:  SIHC 2000-01, HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of households in which at least one person is of working age. Job poor 

households are households in which no working age person is employed. 
 
The incidence of job poor households has increased much faster among HA 
recipients than for the rest of the working age population (see table 2.5). The 
incidence of job poor households ranged from 14% to 16% across housing tenures 
in 1981-82. But there has been a sharp polarisation in household employment over 
the last two decades. By 2000-01, the incidence of job poor households had shot up 
from 16% to 66% of all public housing tenant households. For private renters who 
receive benefits and are therefore most likely to receive CRA, the incidence of job 
poor households also increased sharply from 15% to 52%. A very different pattern is 
evident for households that do not receive HA. The incidence of job poor households 
rose from about 16% to 26% for outright owners, and fell from 14% to 7% for owner 
purchasers and from 16% to 5% for private renters who do not receive benefits.  
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Table 2.5 also shows that the incidence of job rich households exhibits trends that 
are the mirror image of those for the job poor. The incidence of job rich households 
ranged from 41% to 45% across all housing tenures in 1981-82, but by 2000-01, the 
incidence of job rich households had fallen to only 8% (11%) for public housing 
tenants (private renters who receive benefits). The decline was much smaller for 
outright owners (private renters with no benefits) at 36% (39%), and the incidence of 
job rich households rose to 58% for owner purchasers.   

Table 2.5: Incidence of job poor and job rich households, by housing tenure, 1981-
2001, per cent 

  Outright 
owner 

Owner 
purchaser 

Private renter, 
no benefits 

Private renter, 
benefits 

Public 
renter 

Rent-
free 

Total 

Incidence of job poor households 
1981-82 16.3 14.4 16.4 15.2 15.5 15.9 15.5 
1989-90 23.1 5.3 2.9 63.7 53.9 22.1 18.5 
2000-01 26.2 6.5 4.6 52.4 65.5 18.4 20.0 
        
Incidence of job rich households 
1981-82 43.3 43.7 41.3 43.7 42.7 45.0 43.1 
1989-90 44.3 61.9 45.1 6.2 16.4 32.9 45.9 
2000-01 36.3 58.2 38.6 11.4 7.9 26.2 40.9 

Source:  1981-92 SIHC, 1990 SIHC, SIHC 2000-01  
Note:   
a. The sample consists of households in which at least one person is of working age. Job poor 

households are households in which no working age person is employed. Job rich households are 
households where two or more working age persons are employed.  

b. The incidence of jobless households as calculated in Dawkins et al. (2001) is 12.7% in 1982, 
14.2% in 1990 and 16.3% in 1997. These are slightly lower than our estimates. However, Dawkins 
et al.’s (2001) definition of jobless households varies slightly from our definition of job poor 
households. Dawkins et al (2001), defines jobless households as households in which no adults 
are working. The term ‘adults’ refers to working age individuals not in full time study where working 
age is defined as 15-64 years for males and 15-59 years for females. 

 
The trends observed over the last twenty years will partly reflect a growth in single 
person households. But when single person households are removed from the 
sample the trends in household employment remain similar, with the incidence of job 
poor households increasing at a faster rate among public housing tenants and 
private renters receiving benefits than other housing tenures. A second potential 
explanation for these trends is the more precise targeting of HA programmes, and 
smaller public housing stock.4  

                                                      
4 In 2000-01, there were 128,215 dwellings in the public housing stock. In 2002-03, the public housing 
stock was 125,216 or 2.3% lower than in 2000-01 (SCRCSSP, 2004).  
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Whatever the reasons, the very uneven incidence of job poor households by HA and 
housing tenure is worthy of attention. In 355,405 job poor households there are 
approximately 703,0525 (population number using weights) dependent children who 
are growing up in an environment where no adults in the household are currently 
employed. There are 176,461 dependent children that are growing up in job-poor 
households in public housing, and this is 25% of all dependent children in jobless 
households. The increasing number and incidence of job poor households in public 
housing over the last 10 years is particularly alarming, as it is occurring against a 
backdrop of healthy rates of economic growth and falling rates of unemployment. 
Interpreted in the context of adverse comparisons across a range of employment 
indicators, there is a clear indication that the HA-employment relationship warrants 
concern from a public policy perspective.  This point has merit regardless of the 
direction of causation.  Concentration of the unemployed and economically inactive 
in particular segments of the housing market (and neighbourhoods) can be socially 
corrosive, and HA programmes may need to be scrutinized with a view to breaking 
up such concentrations and reversing the trend decline in employment participation 
among this group of Australians.                        

                                                      
5 The total number of dependent children is estimated from the SIHC 2000-01 as the sum of children aged under 15 and dependent children aged 15-24 in 

the household. However, in the survey the number of children aged under 15 in each household is capped at 4 children. Thus, the total number of 

dependent children is likely to be underestimated. According to Dawkins et al. (2001), there were 660,242 dependent children in jobless 

households in 1997. 
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3 IMPEDIMENTS TO ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION: 
FAMILY BACKGROUND, HOME AND ITS LOCATION  

In this section, we begin our investigation into potential impediments to economic 
participation. Firstly, we examine aspects of the home that can affect employment 
outcomes. In particular, we concentrate on access to information technology from 
home. A lack of access to technology may impede employment outcomes as it is 
harder to keep up-to-date with job vacancies and training services, develop 
technological skills or work from home. Secondly, we examine issues related to 
location, such as the location of the home relative to employment opportunities and 
access to transport. Thirdly, family background is examined for evidence of 
intergenerational transmissions of disadvantage, that is, we explore the extent to 
which HA recipients have disadvantaged family backgrounds that could impede 
economic participation during their working life. Aspects of a disadvantaged family 
background that can potentially affect working age persons include unemployment 
spells experienced by one’s parents when growing up, absence of one or both 
parents during childhood, and family break up through divorce. 

3.1 Access to Technology from Home 
The research we have conducted shows that working age CRA (BN) recipients and 
public housing tenants have poorer access to technology at home as compared to 
other groups. The dwelling units occupied by public housing tenants stand out as 
relatively poorly endowed. Only 37% (19%) of working age public housing tenants 
has access to a computer (the internet), but 65% (45%) of government benefit 
recipients who are ineligible for HA have such access. This is a particularly alarming 
comparison. Though this group will share similar socio-economic characteristics, 
their housing is better equipped from an information technology perspective. 
Homeowners account for 76% of those entitled to government transfers, but 
ineligible for HA. The investment homeowners make when installing fixed fittings and 
equipment can be recouped on property sale, and such property rights effects could 
account for part of the ‘digital divide’ that is observed in table 3.16.   

                                                      
6 Among TPRs ineligible for HA, 68% (49%) of homeowners have access to computers (internet) at 
home, but only 56% (35%) of private renters have access to computers (internet) at home. 
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Table 3.1: Persons with access to technology at home, by HA group, 2002, per cent 

Access to technology CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Computer access       
Yes  43.9 71.6 36.6 64.8 75.1 69.3 
No 56.1 28.4 63.4 35.2 24.9 30.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
       
Whether used computer at home in the last 12 months 
Yes 39.6 64.2 27.7 52.9 65.9 59.7 
No (has access to a 
computer at home) 4.3 7.4 8.9 11.9 9.3 9.7 
No (no access to a 
computer at home) 56.1 28.4 63.4 35.2 24.9 30.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
       
Internet access       
Yes 28.7 53.7 18.5 45.2 59.7 52.7 
No 71.0 46.3 81.5 54.7 40.3 47.2 
Don't know 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
       
Frequency of access to the internet at home in the last 12 months 
At least once a day 8.0 10.0 3.2 7.2 11.1 9.6 
Two to six days a 
week 11.4 18.9 6.8 15.0 23.0 19.8 
One day a week 3.2 8.9 2.2 6.4 7.7 6.9 
One day a fortnight 1.3 2.6 0.5 2.8 3.6 3.1 
One day a month 1.1 3.7 0.2 2.8 3.3 2.9 
Less than one day a 
month 1.3 0.5 1.2 3.2 3.4 3.1 
Don't know 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
No (has access to 
the internet at home) 2.4 8.9 4.3 7.7 7.6 7.3 
No (no access to the 
internet at home) 71.3 46.3 81.5 54.8 40.3 47.3 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 376 190 834 2,782 8,429 12,611 

Source:  GSS 2002 
Note:  The sample consists of working age persons only. 
 
In tables 3.2 and 3.3 we look at two dimensions of employment outcomes that one 
would expect to be linked with access to technology at home. Table 3.2 
demonstrates that employed recipients of CRA (BN) and public housing tenants are 
less likely than the rest of the working age population to use computers or the 
Internet at the workplace. Once again, the comparison with that group who are 
entitled to government transfers, but ineligible for HA (column 4), is unfavourable to 
these two HA groups. In table 3.3 HILDA, the Australian Housing Survey (AHS) and 
the General Social Survey (GSS) are used to measure the propensity to work from 
home. Inferior access to technology at the home appears to be associated with a 
lower propensity to work from home, with evidence that this is stronger for public 
housing tenants than other HA groups. Data from the SIHC and HILDA are used to 
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measure the percentage of working age persons who are self-employed or have 
their own business. Data from both sources also show that HA groups are less likely 
to be self-employed or have their own business than other groups. For example, 
according to the SIHC 2.4% of public housing tenants are self-employed or have 
their own business in 2000-01, as compared to 10% of other TPRs with no HA. 
These outcomes are not necessarily causally linked to technology at the home. 
There are of course multiple determinants of employment outcomes. But the 
consistent patterns that are uncovered in tables 3.2 and 3.3 deserve further 
investigation. 
Table 3.2: Access to technology at work, by HA group, 2002, per cent 

Frequency of access to 
technology at work 

CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housin

g 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Whether has used a computer at work in last 12 months 
Yes 43.5 71.3 40.6 60.5 70.2 67.8 
No 56.5 28.7 59.4 39.5 29.8 32.2 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
       
Frequency of Internet access at work in last 12 months 
At least once a day 3.5 2.5 0.8 2.3 4.9 4.4 
Two to six days a week 11.3 33.6 13.0 22.3 34.4 32.0 
One day a week 2.6 4.9 3.8 4.9 4.8 4.8 
One day a fortnight 2.6 0.8  2.2 2.3 2.2 
One day a month 3.5 1.6 0.8 2.1 2.1 2.1 
Less than one day a month 4.3 4.1 3.1 4.4 2.9 3.1 
Don't know     0.0 0.0 
No 72.2 52.5 78.5 61.8 48.5 51.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
       
Sample 115 122 261 1,159 7,624 9,281 

Source:  GSS 2002 
Note:  The sample consists of employed working age persons.  
 
Table 3.3: Persons who work from home, per cent 

HA group HILDA wave1b AHS 1999 GSS 2002 
CRA (BN) 7.6 3.9 7.0 
CRA (FP) 21.9 9.3 5.7 
Public housing 18.3 2.2 1.5 
Benefits, no HA 26.6 14.1 10.3 
No benefits, no HA 29.6 6.8 7.1 
All 28.8 7.1 7.3 
Sample 7,630 15,803 9,281 

Source: HILDA wave 1, GSS 2002, AHS 1999 
Notes: 
a. The sample consists of employed working age persons.  
a. In HILDA wave 1, the proportions of persons who work from home include persons who work from 

home at all times or only sometimes. 
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3.2 Location of the Home 
Next, we examine issues related to location, such as the location of the home 
relative to employment opportunities and access to transport. On average, full-time 
employed public housing tenants spend more time travelling to and from work than 
other TPRs (see table 3.4). There is no consistent pattern to comparisons involving 
CRA recipients. 
Table 3.4: Average number of housing spent travelling to and from work per week, by 
HA group and employment status, 2001 

Hours CRA (BN) CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Employed full-time 3.4 4.5 4.8 3.5 4.9 4.9 
Employed part-time 3.0 3.7 3.2 2.9 3.0 3.0 
Total 3.1 4.0 4.2 3.1 4.5 4.4 
Sample a 77 163 140 388 6,189 6,957 

Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of employed working age persons who did not refuse to answer the 

question or give an implausible value.  
 
CRA (BN) recipients and public housing tenants are more likely to perceive transport 
difficulties in getting to places needed (see table 3.5). They are less likely to have 
access to a motor vehicle. On the other hand, they have better access to public 
transport.  HILDA reports findings on main difficulty in finding a job (see table 3.6), 
and reveals that ‘transport problems or too far to travel’ is an important hurdle for 
those job searching, and it does appear to be somewhat more important for those 
receiving HA. However, the findings here are mixed and do not support firm 
conclusions.7 

Table 3.5: Perceived level of difficulty with transport, by HA group, 2002, per cent 

Perceived level of difficulty with 
transport 

CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Can easily get to the places 
needed 65.4 87.4 65.0 82.3 91.9 87.2 
Sometimes have difficulty 
getting to the places needed 23.9 8.9 23.3 13.1 6.8 9.8 
Often have difficulty getting to 
the places needed 9.6 3.2 10.2 3.8 1.2 2.6 
Can't get to the places needed/ 
Never go out/housebound 1.1 0.5 1.6 0.8 0.1 0.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 376 190 834 2,782 8,429 12,611

Source:  GSS 2002 
 

                                                      
7 The more important difficulties in getting a job are lack of skills and experience. Note that access to 
child care facilities is not a reported difficulty according to the findings in Table 2.6, despite home duties 
and child care being a main activity during time spent out of the labour force (see table 1.3).  It should 
be noted that table 3.6 consists of people not employed and looking for work, so sample numbers are 
small in the HA sub-groups. 
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Table 3.6: Main difficulty in getting a job, 2001, per cent 

Main difficulty in getting a 
job 

CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Own ill health or disability 8.9 2.5 9.8 11.4 10.3 9.9 
Employers thought person 
was too young or too old 

8.9 5.0 7.8 12.9 12.8 11.2 

The hours were unsuitable 1.1 10.0 3.9 4.0 6.4 4.6 
Transport problems or too 
far to travel 

13.3 7.5 9.8 7.0 8.3 8.7 

Did not have the required 
education, training or skills 

21.1 10.0 19.6 12.4 12.8 14.5 

Did not have enough work 
experience 

14.4 12.5 13.7 9.5 10.9 11.3 

Language difficulties 3.3 5.0 11.8 2.0 1.3 3.2 
Mo jobs in person’s line of 
work 

7.8 17.5 5.9 9.5 9.0 9.3 

Too many applicants for the 
available job 

8.9 7.5 7.8 7.0 14.7 9.7 

No jobs at all 10.0 2.5 3.9 16.4 7.7 10.6 
Difficulties in finding 
childcare 

0.0 15.0 0.0 1.5 1.9 2.2 

Other family responsibilities 0.0 2.5 5.9 1.5 0.6 1.5 
Overqualified 1.1 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.6 0.7 
Other difficulties  1.1 2.5 0.0 4.0 2.6 2.6 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 90 40 51 201 156 538 

Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of persons who are not employed, looking for work, and not waiting to 
start a job. 
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3.3 Family Background and Housing Assistance 
We now switch our attention to family background. Growing up in poverty, or in 
households that have broken up due to divorce, separation or death of a parent, is 
thought to be a potentially important influence shaping lifetime opportunities. In tables 
3.7 and 3.8 we consider two dimensions of family background; whether both parents 
are present when a currently working age person was 14 years of age, and the extent 
of parents’ employment participation when currently working age persons were 
‘growing up’. 

Table 3.7 reports findings from HILDA on parental presence when 14 years of age. At 
age 14, HA recipients, especially public housing tenants, were less likely to be living 
with both their own parents, as compared to the rest of the working age population.  
HA recipients, especially public housing tenants, were also more likely to be in a sole 
parent family when ‘growing up’.  Among HA recipients whose parents were both still 
alive at the age of 14 and had married and lived together, 34.5% have parents who 
had divorced or separated at least once, as compared to 25% for other TPRs.  Among 
public housing tenants who are no longer living in the parental home, 7.1% had 
deceased fathers at the age of 14, compared to 3.4% of the working age population, 
and 3.2% had deceased mothers at the age of 14, compared to 1.4% of the working 
age population8.  

Table 3.7: Parental presence at age 14, by HA group, 2001, per cent 

Parental presence at age 14 CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Both own father and mother 70.0 71.5 67.5 76.4 83.8 81.1 
Father and stepmother 1.9 1.8 1.2 0.7 0.8 0.8 
Mother and stepfather 5.0 7.9 3.8 4.6 3.6 4.0 
Father only, no 
mother/stepmother 4.1 2.7 2.4 3.1 1.7 2.1 
Mother only, no 
father/stepfather 12.2 10.9 16.0 9.8 7.8 8.7 
Other b 6.9 5.2 9.2 5.4 2.3 3.3 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Sample 320 442 424 1,523 7,903 10,612 

Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Notes:  
a. The sample consists of working age persons only. 
b. This category consists of persons who were not living with any of their own or stepparents at the age 

of 14 for reasons such as both parents were deceased or ill, not getting along with parents, living in a 
boarding school or work reasons.  

 

                                                      
8 Sole parents in public housing are more likely than other sole parents of working age to have 
themselves grown up in a sole parent household. 25% of female sole parents in public housing were 
living in a sole parent household at the age of 14, as compared to 14% of other sole parent TPRs.  
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Working age HA recipients are more likely to have parents with inferior employment 
outcomes than the rest of the working age population. Investigations into the 
employment status of parents at the age of 14 show that HA recipients are more likely 
to have had unemployed parents at the age of 14 than other TPRs (see table 3.8). A 
key finding is that 19.1% of HA recipients have fathers who experienced 
unemployment for six months or more, compared to 14.2% of other TPRs, and only 
9.4% of the rest of the working age population (HILDA wave 1). 

Table 3.8: Parents’ employment status while growing up, by HA group, per cent 

Parents’ employment status HA 
recipients 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Father not in paid employment at age 14a 6.3 4.7 2.4 3.1 
Mother not in paid employment at age 14b 49.3 57.1 49.3 50.4 
Both parents not in paid employment at 
age 14c 

4.2 3.0 1.2 1.8 

Father unemployed for 6 months or more 
while growing up a 

19.1 14.2 9.4 11.2 

Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Notes: 
a. The sample consists of working age persons who have left the parental home who was living with 

their father at age 14. 
b. The sample consists of working age persons who have left the parental home who was living with 

their mother at age 14. 
c. The sample consists of working age persons who have left the parental home who was living with 

both their father and mother at age 14. 
 
 These intergenerational patterns are not conclusive evidence that disadvantaged 
family backgrounds are in part responsible for the adverse employment outcomes of 
HA recipients. The findings reported above may have an innocuous interpretation. For 
instance, eligibility criteria governing entitlement to HA may raise the probability of HA 
status among those from disadvantaged parental backgrounds.  

But these and other patterns reported in this section reveal a consistent relationship. 
In all but one of the employment impediments that we examine in this section, HA 
recipients compare unfavourably with benchmark groups including, most importantly, 
other TPRs that are likely to share similar socio-economic and demographic 
characteristics. The inferior employment related housing characteristics are 
particularly striking. It would seem that HA recipients find themselves in housing that 
leaves working age adults and their children less well equipped to participate in an 
information technology intensive economy.  

This observation prompts a key research question. Why do HA recipients find 
themselves in housing that is relatively poorly equipped from an information 
technology perspective?  
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4 IMPEDIMENTS TO ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION: 
EDUCATION, SKILLS AND TRAINING 

In this section we turn to how education, skills and training impact on HA recipients 
and economic participation.  It is shown that HA recipients are more likely to be 
studying but not qualified, employed in a low-status occupation in an ‘old economy’ 
industry and not in full-time employment.  All of these factors are contributing to the 
low income the person is receiving (and thus eligibility for HA). 

4.1 Do Educated People Earn More than Others? 
Before considering HA recipients, it is worthwhile to confirm the link between 
education and employment & income.  There is a widely held view that more 
education equals more income.  This view is confirmed in Table 4.1, which is based 
on data from SIHC 2000-01.  For this table the income of every person was ranked 
and then the bottom one-fifth were flagged as being in Quintile 1, the next 20% were 
flagged as Quintile 2 and so on up to Quintile 5.  The table shows the proportions in 
each quintile by highest qualification.  

If education played no part in increasing income we would expect to find identical 
income distributions for each of the education groups E1-E3 – that is 20 per cent in 
each income quintile. However, for those with no post-school qualifications (E1) we 
have higher proportions in the low-income quintiles (1-2) and fewer people in the high-
income quintiles (4-5).  For those with a degree or a postgraduate diploma (E2) the 
picture is reversed, they are under-represented in the low-income quintiles and over-
represented in the high-income quintile.  In fact, more than 40 per cent of those with 
degrees are in the highest income grouping.  Clearly education and income are 
positively related or putting it another way, a lack of post-school qualification is a 
severe impediment to earning a high income. 
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Table 4.1: Income distribution by highest educational qualification and HA group, per 
cent, 2000-01 

HA group Income Quintile E1 E2 E3 Total 
CRA (BN) 1 82.1 92.3 80.8 82.2 
 2 15.2 7.7 11.0 13.9 
 3 0.4  8.2 2.2 
 4 2.2   1.6 
 5     
CRA (FP) 1 21.6 10.0 17.3 19.3 
 2 46.0 26.7 36.5 41.4 
 3 23.5 36.7 26.9 25.8 
 4 6.4 26.7 14.4 10.6 
 5 2.5  4.8 3.0 
Public housing 1 54.5 37.5 53.5 53.6 
 2 23.1 18.8 25.0 23.3 
 3 16.3 25.1 10.8 15.4 
 4 5.1 6.3 9.6 6.1 
 5 1.1 12.5 1.2 1.6 
Benefits, no HA 1 36.7 16.1 23.2 30.9 
 2 25.3 17.1 20.8 23.2 
 3 17.2 21.4 21.3 18.7 
 4 14.9 28.3 23.0 18.6 
 5 5.8 17.1 11.6 8.6 
No benefits, no HA 1 17.9 7.0 8.8 12.6 
 2 21.9 8.2 17.3 17.6 
 3 22.6 17.3 21.6 21.2 
 4 20.1 22.0 25.6 22.3 
 5 17.4 45.5 26.7 26.2 
All 1 27.6 9.0 14.6 20.4 
 2 23.5 9.6 18.7 19.7 
 3 19.9 18.0 21.2 20.1 
 4 16.7 22.5 23.8 20.0 
 5 12.2 40.8 21.7 20.0 

Source:  SIHC 2000-01 
Notes:   
a. E1=No qualifications or still at school; E2=Higher/bachelor degree or postgraduate diploma; 

E3=Other post-school qualifications. 
b. The lowest quintile ranges from $0 to $350 per week. As there are many people who have a reported 

gross weekly income of $350 each week, they are included in the lowest quintile, resulting in less 
people in the second quintile. It is not possible the distribution of the sample into 5 equal quintiles is 
hampered by the number of people who have gross incomes at the threshold levels between 
quintiles.  
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One reason for the positive relationship between education and income are differential 
employment outcomes as evidenced in Table 4.2.  In the All section of the table it can 
be seen that less than half of those with no post-school qualifications are in full-time 
employment (46%) and one-third (32%) are not participating in the labour force.  In 
stark contrast to this, almost three-quarters (73%) of those with a degree are in full-
time employment and only 11% are not in the labour force.   

Table 4.2: Labour force status, by highest educational qualification and HA group, per 
cent, 2000-01 

HA group Labour force 
status 

E1 E2 E3 Total 

CRA (BN) FT 4.9  5.5 4.8 
 PT 14.7 23.1 16.4 15.5 
 UN 27.7 61.5 28.8 29.4 
 NILF 52.7 15.4 49.3 50.3 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
CRA (FP) FT 16.2 50.0 31.7 24.0 
 PT 14.2 13.3 24.0 17.2 
 UN 11.8 23.3 14.4 13.6 
 NILF 57.8 13.3 29.8 45.3 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Public housing FT 13.4 25.0 21.4 15.6 
 PT 12.3 31.3 8.3 12.2 
 UN 8.3 37.5 17.9 11.7 
 NILF 66.1 6.3 52.4 60.5 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Benefits, no HA FT 18.0 35.3 34.8 24.6 
 PT 16.9 24.6 22.2 19.2 
 UN 9.1 6.4 6.3 8.0 
 NILF 56.0 33.7 36.7 48.2 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
No benefits, no HA FT 65.2 79.3 75.7 71.7 
 PT 17.0 11.0 13.8 14.7 
 UN 1.8 1.3 1.7 1.6 
 NILF 16.0 8.4 8.9 12.0 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
All FT 45.9 72.7 63.1 55.9 
 PT 16.6 12.8 15.7 15.7 
 UN 5.5 3.1 4.0 4.6 
 NILF 32.1 11.4 17.1 23.8 
 Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source:  SIHC 2000-01 
Note:  E1=No qualifications or still at school; E2=Higher/bachelor degree or postgraduate diploma; 

E3=Other post-school qualifications; FT = Employed Full-time; PT = Employed Part-time; UN = 
Unemployed; NILF = Not in the labour force. 

 
 

4.2 Education, Employment and Housing Assistance 
The discussion above clearly links education, employment status and income but has 
overlooked the relationship between these factors and HA.  This relationship is now 
considered.  As entry onto HA programmes is means-tested based on income, and we 
have just seen that higher education, full-time employment and greater age result in 
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higher income, it is not surprising to find that those receiving HA are dominated by 
young, poorly educated people working less than full-time.  

The clear link between income and HA can be seen by reference to the final column 
presented above in Table 4.1.  Here we can see that 82% of those receiving 
assistance through CRA (BN) are in the lowest income quintile, and 54% of those in 
public housing are in the lowest income quintile.  Once again, this outcome is not 
unexpected.   

Table 4.3 shows HA groups and the proportions of people in various education-level 
groups.  Of particular interest is group E1 - the group that have no-post school 
qualifications.  This group represents just over half (51%) of the total working age 
population in 2000-01. However, it is less for those in the No Benefits, No HA group 
(46%) and higher at almost three-quarters (74%) of those in public housing.  The 
number of people with no qualifications is also over-represented in the two CRA 
categories. 
Table 4.3: Highest educational qualification, by HA group, per cent, 2000-01 

HA group E1 E2 E3 Total 
CRA (BN) 72.3 4.2 23.5 100.0 
CRA (FP) 60.4 8.9 30.8 100.0 
Public housing 73.5 4.2 22.3 100.0 
Benefits, no HA 60.7 8.5 30.8 100.0 
No benefits, no HA 45.5 20.2 34.3 100.0 
Total 51.1 16.3 32.7 100.0 

Source:  SIHC 2000-01 
Note:  E1=No qualifications or still at school; E2=Higher/bachelor degree or postgraduate diploma; 

E3=Other post-school qualifications. 
 
Conversely, people with degree and postgraduate qualifications (Group E2 in the 
table) are under-represented among those living in public housing and those receiving 
CRA.   

4.3 Students and Housing Assistance 
The poor qualification outcomes for HA recipients may be of no concern if many of 
those without qualifications are young and still studying, or will enter adult education or 
training courses at some point. On graduation they are likely to obtain employment 
and exit HA programmes. The data does offer some support for this argument. Those 
aged 15-24 represent 13% of the adult population, but they represent 23% of those on 
CRA (BN). According to the HILDA survey, 37% of all 15-24 year olds who are not 
looking for work are studying, but of those receiving CRA (BN) the figure is three-
quarters. However, the proportions of CRA (FP) recipients and public housing tenants 
aged 15-24 who are not looking for working but are studying are relatively low at 0% 
and 27% respectively. Therefore, the overall proportion of HA recipients aged 15-24 
who are not looking for work but are studying is only 28%. 

This is the same as the proportion for other transfer programme recipients, but much 
lower than those who do not receive any transfer payments (52%).  
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4.4 Type of Employment and Housing Assistance 
Table 4.4 provides a breakdown by industry and HA for employed people.  Those 
receiving HA through CRA or public housing are over-represented in the following 
industries: agriculture, forestry and fishing; retail trade; accommodation, cafes & 
restaurants; health and community services; and personal & other services.  They are 
under-represented in traditional high paying industries of mining and construction; and 
they are under-represented in the ‘new’ economy service industries of communication 
services and finance & insurance. It is these service industries where the use of 
computers and information technology is a typical requirement of jobs, and the 
evidence presented in section 3 above would lead us to expect such an outcome.  The 
Australian economy is an increasingly knowledge-based economy with services 
accounting for 61% of national output (Dunt and Harper, 2002). If these trends 
continue the over-representation of HA recipients in old economy industries will make 
it increasingly difficult to reverse inferior employment outcomes.  

Table 4.4: Industry, by HA group of employed persons, per cent, 2000-01  

 CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 11.1 3.6 3.8 5.5 4.6 4.8 
Mining 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.5 1.3 1.1 
Manufacturing 3.2 15.1 9.5 11.2 12.0 11.9 
Electricity, gas and water supply 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.6 0.9 0.8 
Construction 3.2 1.4 3.8 7.2 7.8 7.5 
Wholesale trade 3.2 6.5 1.9 4.5 5.1 5.0 
Retail trade 19.0 15.8 12.4 11.0 11.7 11.7 
Accommodation, cafes and 
restaurants 

12.7 12.9 9.5 6.0 4.5 5.0 

Transport and storage 4.8 3.6 3.8 4.2 4.8 4.7 
Communication services 0.0 0.0 1.0 1.2 1.9 1.8 
Finance and insurance 0.0 4.3 1.0 2.8 4.2 3.9 
Property and business services 17.5 10.1 6.7 10.5 12.4 12.1 
Government administration and 
defence 

4.8 2.2 4.8 6.7 5.3 5.4 

Education 3.2 3.6 11.4 7.4 7.8 7.7 
Health and community services 15.9 13.7 17.1 13.6 9.6 10.3 
Cultural and recreational services 0.0 0.7 5.7 2.5 2.3 2.3 
Personal and other services 1.6 5.8 6.7 4.4 3.8 3.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source:  SIHC 2000-01 
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Table 4.5 provides a breakdown by occupation and HA for employed people.   HA 
recipients are under-represented in most high status occupations that generally 
require full-time employment and high qualifications.  We find that only very small 
proportions of Managers & administrators, Professionals, Associate professionals and 
Tradespersons are HA recipients.  In contrast, traditional low status positions such as 
Elementary clerical, sales & service workers and Labourers are over-represented. 
These patterns are unsurprising in view of our findings on qualifications and HA status 
and the eligibility criteria governing access to HA. 

Table 4.5: Occupation, by HA group of employed persons, per cent, 2000-01 

 CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Managers and 
administrators 

0.0 2.9 0.0 6.1 8.1 7.5 

Professionals 9.5 11.5 11.4 14.0 20.5 19.2 
Associate professionals 3.2 16.5 3.8 11.0 12.7 12.4 
Tradespersons and 
related workers 

7.9 6.5 12.4 9.9 13.8 13.1 

Advanced clerical and 
service workers 

3.2 5.0 2.9 6.3 4.3 4.5 

Intermediate clerical, sales 
and service workers 

12.7 23.0 19.0 22.5 16.5 17.4 

Intermediate production 
and transport workers 

11.1 5.8 15.2 9.0 8.8 8.8 

Elementary clerical, sales 
and service workers 

23.8 11.5 14.3 9.2 7.3 7.9 

Labourers and related 
workers 

28.6 17.3 21.0 12.0 8.1 9.1 

All 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: SIHC 2000-01 
 
In summary, HA recipients are under-qualified and underemployed. This results in 
them earning low incomes and if employed they tend to be in low status positions in 
industries that are unlikely to grow significantly in the future. 
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5 IMPEDIMENTS TO ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION: 
HEALTH AND DISABILITY 

In this final analysis of impediments to economic participation, we turn to how health 
and disability impact on HA recipients.   

5.1 Are There Differences in General Health between Housing 
Assistance Recipients and Others? 

In Table 5.1 the proportions of people with excellent or very good health are broken 
down by HA group and gender.  For people neither receiving government benefits nor 
HA, almost six in ten reported they had excellent or very good health (59%), but this 
drops to around one in three for those receiving CRA (BN) and those in public 
housing.  An interesting observation from Table 5.1 is the general health of those 
receiving HA through CRA (FP).  Half of this group report excellent general health, 
almost as good as the health reported by those on no benefits (59%).   

Table 5.1: General health, by gender and HA group, 2001, per cent 

HA group General health Male Female Total 
CRA (BN) Excellent 12.6 9.8 11.1 
 Very Good 21.0 22.9 22.0 
 Excellent or Very Good 33.6 32.7 33.1 
CRA (FP) Excellent 16.0 14.8 14.9 
 Very Good 28.0 35.4 35.0 
 Excellent or Very Good 44.0 50.2 49.9 
Public housing Excellent 14.7 10.9 12.5 
 Very Good 23.3 19.1 20.9 
 Excellent or Very Good 38.0 30.0 33.4 
Benefits, no HA Excellent 10.2 11.5 10.9 
 Very Good 24.4 28.6 26.8 
 Excellent or Very Good 34.6 40.1 37.7 
No benefits, no HA Excellent 17.1 19.5 18.3 
 Very Good 40.2 41.8 41.0 
 Excellent or Very Good 57.3 61.3 59.3 
Source: HILDA wave 1 
Note:  Persons who answered the self-completion questionnaire with invalid multiple responses 

removed. 
 
A quite worrying view of the health of HA recipients emerges when comparing their 
health with one year previously.  In Table 5.2, HILDA wave 1 was used to look at this 
dimension and as highlighted in the table, much higher proportions of those receiving 
HA reported their condition had deteriorated significantly in the last year: 6% (4%) of 
those on CRA (BN) (public housing) reported it was much worse, compared with a 
national average of 1%.    
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Table 5.2: General health compared to one year ago, by HA group, 2001, per cent  

Health compared to one 
year ago 

CRA (BN) CRA (FP) Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA 

No 
benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Much better now than one 
year ago 

6.4 10.3 10.2 8.6 6.1 6.8 

Somewhat better now 
than one year ago 

14.5 15.9 12.0 9.9 12.0 11.9 

About the same as one 
year ago 

51.0 61.1 57.4 60.3 71.6 68.4 

Somewhat worse now 
than one year ago 

19.3 11.0 16.2 17.2 9.0 10.8 

Much worse now than one 
year ago 

5.7 1.5 3.7 3.0 0.7 1.4 

Refused/Not stated 3.0 0.2 0.5 1.0 0.6 0.7 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Sample 296 409 383 1,426 7,468 9,982

Source: HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of persons who answered the self-completion questionnaire with no invalid 

multiple responses. 
 

5.2 Is the Incidence of Disability Higher among Housing 
Assistance Recipients? 

The answer to this question is unambiguous. Based on the proportion of the 
population receiving a disability support pension (DSP), public housing tenants and 
those receiving CRA (BN) are five times higher more likely to be on DSP than the 
overall population (Table 5.3).  

Table 5.3: Persons who report a disability a, by HA group, 2000-01, per cent 

Per cent CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

HILDA wave 1 46.6 15.3 41.5 42.2 14.3 20.4 
SIHC 2000-01 26.5 3.8 25.5 12.8 0.0 4.6 

Source: HILDA wave 1, SIHC 2000-01 
Notes:   
a. HILDA wave 1: Persons who report a long-term health condition, disability or impairment. 
b. SIHC 2000-01: Persons who report receipt of the Disability Support Pension. 
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The good health of those receiving CRA (FP), noted above, is also reflected in the 
level of disability within this group (also Table 5.3).  Whereas 20% of the general 
population have a long-term health condition, only 15% of those on CRA (FP) report 
have such a condition.  For the other groups receiving HA, the proportion reporting a 
long-term health condition is twice the average at 47% for CRA (BN) recipients and 
42% for public housing tenants. 

Of the people who reported a long-term condition, a higher proportion of those 
receiving HA reported that the condition limited the type or amount of work they could 
do.  Table 5.4 shows that on average 71% of those with a long-term condition 
reported that it impaired their employment, but this percentage jumped to over 80% 
for those receiving HA (except, again, for those on CRA (FP)). 

 

The proportion reporting that they could not work due to their condition was four times 
the average for those living in public housing.   

Table 5.4: Whether person’s long-term health condition, disability or impairment limits 
the type or amount of work he/she can do, 2001, per cent 

 CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP)

Public 
housing

Benefits, 
no HA

No benefits, 
no HA 

Total

Yes 83.2 61.2 84.7 85.7 59.3 70.9
No 16.1 38.8 11.4 12.6 40.5 28.1
Can't work 0.7 0.0 4.0 1.7 0.2 1.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of persons with a long-term health condition, disability or impairment. 
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5.3 Is Some of the Poor Health Self-Inflicted? 
It is well established that smoking and drinking to excess are harmful to long-term 
health.  If a person undertakes these activities, it could be argued that it is equivalent 
to knowingly harming their health.  Despite this, slightly over one-quarter (27%) of 
the population are smokers and 7% drink every day (see table 5.5).  The proportion 
of smokers among HA recipients is twice the average (approximately 48%) but the 
proportions that drink every day is half the national average (approximately 4%).    

Table 5.5: Proportion of persons who smoke tobacco and drink alcohol everyday, by 
HA group, 2001, per cent 

 CRA 
(BN) 

CRA 
(FP) 

Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

Total 

Smoker – Yes  48.0 46.9 48.6 29.3 23.7 27.2 
Sample 296 409 383 1,427 7,468 9,983 
       
Drink – every 
day 

3.7 1.7 4.5 7.4 8.0 7.4 

Sample 296 409 382 1,427 7,467 9,981 
Source:  HILDA wave 1 
Note:  The sample consists of persons who answered the self-completion questionnaire with no 

invalid multiple responses. The non-response rate is extremely low at approximately 0.5%. 
 
In summary, the proportion of HA recipients with poor health or with a disability is 
greater than the national average.  But within the HA group, there are significant 
differences especially between CRA (FP) and other HA recipients. 
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6 POLICY CONCERNS 
On almost every indicator of employment outcomes that we have examined Housing 
Assistance recipients compare unfavourably with the rest of the working age 
population. When we compare Housing Assistance recipients with other transfer 
programme recipients, the former compare unfavourably despite more similar socio-
economic characteristics. A particularly important finding that warrants attention from 
policy makers is the alarmingly high incidence of jobless households among Housing 
Assistance recipient households. We estimate that more than half of Housing 
Assistance recipient households (with at least one working age adult) are jobless, 
and this finding is corroborated from two different surveys. Concentration of the 
unemployed and economically inactive in particular segments of the housing market 
(and neighbourhoods) can be socially corrosive, and Housing Assistance 
programmes may need to be scrutinized with a view to ‘breaking up’ such 
concentrations and improving rates of economic participation.   

There are relatively high poverty and unemployment traps among Housing 
Assistance recipients and public housing tenants in particular (see findings from 
Project B). But this relatively high incidence is correlated with measures that are 
indicative of other impediments to Labour Market Participation. We must be cautious 
about attributing the inferior employment outcomes to one cause. 

Our research reveals a ‘digital divide’ and an education gap separating 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance recipients (under the Social Security Act) and 
public housing tenants from the rest of the working age population. The housing 
occupied by these Housing Assistance recipients is poorly equipped in terms of 
access to computers and the Internet. This is correlated with relatively low rates of 
self-employment, home based employment and use of computers at the workplace. 
These comparative outcomes are even evident with respect to a benchmark group 
that comprises other transfer programme recipients. To the extent that a person’s 
home acts as an incubator for the formation of skills, birth of small businesses and 
home based work experience, the inadequacies of housing in this respect are 
noteworthy. We need to know more about how the ‘digital’ capabilities of homes 
shape employment and business start-up opportunities, and the factors determining 
whether homes are ‘wired up’. 

Poor educational qualifications are also evident among Housing Assistance 
recipients, with nearly three quarters of public housing tenants and Commonwealth 
Rent Assistance recipients (under the Social Security Act) possessing no post-
school qualifications (or still at school). This compares unfavourably with the rest of 
the working age population and, more importantly, in comparison with other transfer 
programme recipients. Not surprisingly, Housing Assistance recipients are then more 
likely to be employed in ‘old’ economy industries, and occupations that typically 
require few if any post-school qualifications. Finding cost effective ways of improving 
the skills and qualifications of Housing Assistance recipients is a challenge that 
policy makers may have to confront.   
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There is evidence that Housing Assistance recipients are more likely than other 
transfer programme recipients to have grown up in sole parent households, and in 
households where parents have inferior employment histories. We highlight this 
finding because the concentration of job poor households among Housing 
Assistance recipients raises fears for the future prospects of children growing up in 
these households. 

Recipients of Commonwealth Rent Assistance (under the Social Security Act) and 
tenants in public housing are five times more likely to receive disability support 
pension than the overall population incidence. A more meaningful comparison is with 
other transfer programme recipients. In this comparison they are two times more 
likely to receive disability support pension. The evidence suggests that Housing 
Assistance recipients have poorer general health, and that they will be more 
vulnerable to ill health as a consequence of a much higher incidence of smoking 
than in the rest of the working age population. 

This profile indicates that policy concern about low rates of economic participation 
among Housing Assistance recipients is justified. It also prompts fears that such low 
rates could become entrenched if high concentrations of jobless Housing Assistance 
household recipients corrode social cohesion, and adversely impact on the 
education and employment trajectories of children growing up in these households. 

We cannot be certain about the causes of inferior employment outcomes. There is 
evidence of poverty and employment traps among Housing Assistance recipients, 
and the relatively high incidence of disability support pension could signal disguised 
unemployment. But they correlate with impediments to economic participation such 
as the ‘digital divide’ and education gaps. More robust research methods are 
necessary if we are to successfully unbundle this confounding list of factors.   
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APPENDIX 1 

A1.1  List of Surveys  
The following surveys have been employed in the research for this report: 

• Australian Housing Survey (AHS) 1999  

• General Social Survey (GSS) 2002 

• Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey Wave 1  

• National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey (NATSIS) 19949 

• Survey of Income and Housing Costs (SIHC) 1981-82 

• Survey of Income and Housing Costs (SIHC) and Amenities 1990 

• Survey of Income and Housing Costs (SIHC) 2000-01 

With the exception, of HILDA which is a survey conducted by the Melbourne Institute 
of Applied Economic and Social Research, all other surveys are from the ABS.  

A1.2  Sample Descriptions 
The samples used in the report consist of working age persons, defined as persons 
aged 15 to 64, who are not dependent children. However, the definition of working 
age persons in HILDA and GSS vary slightly from the general definition used in all 
other surveys due to data limitations: 

• There are 11,105 responding persons in the HILDA survey who are aged 15-64 
and are not dependent children. Due to data limitations, the working age sample 
used in the analysis excludes persons with non-responding partners, renters who 
do not know how much rent they pay and persons who have not stated whether 
or not they receive government benefits. This results in a final working sample of 
10,612 persons. 

• The GSS covers persons aged 18 years and over. Thus, the working age group 
from the GSS excludes persons aged 15 to 17. 

                                                      
9 Findings from this survey were not reported in the main body of the text. This survey was used to 
analyse health and disability levels of Indigenous persons who receive HA. Findings from the NATSIS 
are available from the authors upon request. 
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A1.3 Sample Numbers 
Table A1.1: Sample size, by HA group  

Survey CRA (BN) CRA (FP) Public 
housing 

Benefits, 
no HA 

No benefits, 
no HA 

All 

Number       
AHS 1999 566 442 788 3,225 16,645 21,666 
GSS 2002 376 190 834 2,782 8,429 12,611 
NATSIS 1994 153 181 2,730 2,642 2,829 8,863 
HILDA wave 1 320 438 424 1,523 7,907 10,612 
SIHC 2000-01 310 338 377 2,210 7,031 10,266 
       
Per cent       
AHS 1999 2.6 2.0 3.6 14.9 76.8 100.0 
GSS 2002 3.0 1.5 6.6 22.1 66.8 100.0 
NATSIS 1994a 1.7 2.0 30.8 29.8 31.9 100.0 
HILDA wave 1 3.0 4.1 4.0 14.4 74.5 100.0 
SIHC 2000-01 3.0 3.3 3.7 21.5 68.5 100.0 
Note:  The proportions in the NATSIS 1994 are not in line with the proportions from other surveys as 

it is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders survey. 
 
Table A1.2: SIHC sample size, by housing tenure and year 

SIHC 
year 

Outright 
owner 

Owner 
purchaser 

Private 
renter, no 
benefits 

Private 
renter, 

benefits 

Public 
housing 

Rent-
free 

All 

Number        
1981-82 6,195 9,037 4,785 2,521 1,024 1,909 25,471 
1990 7,151 7,491 4,684 1,771 1,080 1,886 24,063 
2000-01 2,630 3,721 1,795 896 377 847 10,266 
Per cent        
1981-82 24.3 35.5 18.8 9.9 4.0 7.5 100.0 
1990 29.7 31.1 19.5 7.4 4.5 7.8 100.0 
2000-01 25.6 36.2 17.5 8.7 3.7 8.3 100.0 
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APPENDIX 2 
All the surveys employed in our research contain housing tenure and landlord type 
information that allow us to observe whether a person is a public housing tenant or 
not. A person is assigned to public housing if he/she is renting from a state/territory 
housing authority.  

Survey information also allows us to observe whether a person is a private renter or 
not. A person is assigned to private rental if he/she is not renting from a 
state/territory housing authority. However, we have to impute CRA recipient status 
among private renters in most surveys as the information in the surveys are 
insufficient to allow us to directly observe whether a private renter is a CRA recipient 
or not.  

The method of imputation and degree of accuracy depends directly on the data 
available. The method of CRA imputation from each survey is detailed below. The 
AHS 1999 and NATSIS 1994 contain the most detailed information that allows us to 
directly identify CRA recipients from data reported. HILDA wave 1 and SIHC 2000-01 
does not contain information on whether a person receives CRA, but contains 
sufficient other information to allow us to impute CRA recipient status accurately. 
The GSS 2002 is the least detailed and therefore CRA recipient status has to be 
inferred. CRA imputation has not been conducted for the SIHC 1981-82 and SIHC 
and Amenities 1990 as any form of imputation is hampered by the changes in CRA 
rules that have occurred over the last two decades.  

A2.1  AHS 1999  
Respondents of this survey report whether or not they receive rent assistance from 
Centrelink. It is therefore possible to directly observe CRA recipients. If a private 
renter reports receipt of family allowance, he/she is a CRA (FP) recipient. If the 
private renter reports receipt of other government benefits, he/she is a CRA (BN) 
recipient. 

A2.2 NATSIS 1994  
This survey contains sufficient data to allow us to directly observe CRA status. Thus, 
a private renter in the survey is a CRA recipient if he/she reports receipt of rent 
assistance. If the private renter does not have dependent children, he/she receives 
CRA (BN); if the private renter has dependent children, he/she receives CRA (FP). 

A2.3  HILDA Wave 1  
This survey contains detailed data to allow us to identify CRA recipients accurately. 
Thus, a private renter in the survey is a CRA (BN) recipient if he/she has no 
dependent children, and is receiving government benefits and paying rent above the 
minimum rent threshold. A private renter is a CRA (FP) recipient if he/she has 
dependent children, and is receiving Family Tax Benefit Part A (FTB (A)) above the 
base rate and paying rent above the minimum rent threshold. In HILDA, it is not 
possible to tell whether it is the male or female partner in a couple relationship who is 
receiving CRA (FP) on behalf of the family. Hence, this study follows Whelan’s 
(2004) method of assigning the CRA (FP) recipient status to the female in a couple 
relationship. 

A2.4 SIHC 2000-01 
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This survey contains detailed data that allow us to identify CRA recipients by source 
of income. Thus, a private renter in the survey is assumed to be a CRA (BN) 
recipient if he/she has no dependent children, and is receiving government benefits 
and paying rent above the minimum rent threshold. A private renter is assumed to be 
a CRA (FP) recipient if he/she has dependent children, and is receiving FTB (A) 
above the base rate and paying rent above the minimum rent threshold.  

The FTB (A) income limits beyond which only the base rate is paid differ for income 
units with children aged under 13 and 13-15. Dependent children in the SIHC 2000-
01 are categorised in the following age bands: 

• 0-2 years; 

• 3-4 years; 

• 5-9 years; 

• 10-14 years; 

• 15 years. 

A random assignment process is used based on proportions estimated from the 
1996-97 SIHC to split the group of dependent children aged 10-14 years in the SIHC 
2000-01 into those aged below 13 and those aged 13 and over,  

A2.5 GSS 2002 
The GSS is one of the least detailed of all the surveys used and therefore requires 
the application of a series of imputation steps in order to infer CRA status. The only 
relevant information contained in the survey that assists us in inferring CRA status is 
the amount of weekly rent payments, whether government benefits are received and 
level of gross weekly income.  

A private renter with no dependent children is assigned as a CRA (BN) recipient if 
he/she receives government benefits and pays rent above the minimum rent 
threshold. As the GSS was conducted between March and July 2002, the following 
weekly minimum rent thresholds in March 2002 are applicable to private renters with 
no dependent children: 

• $40.2 for singles; 

• $65.5 for couples. 

Note, however, that the weekly rent payments are listed in GSS in the following 
ranges: 

• $1-$49;  

• $50-$99;  

• $100-$149;  

• $150-$199;  

• $200-$249;  

• $250-$299;  

• $300-$349;  

• $350-$399;  

• $400 or more. 
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Given the constraints imposed by the listing of rent payments in ranges and keeping 
in mind that the minimum rent threshold that applies to singles is $40.2, single 
persons paying rent of $50-$99 or more are treated as CRA (BN) recipients, while 
singles paying rent of $1-$49 are deemed ineligible for CRA (BN) receipt. While it is 
reasonable to expect that some single private renters paying rent of $1-$49 may be 
eligible for CRA, the impact of error that can arise from assigning all private renters 
in the $1-$49 rent range to non-CRA (BN) receipt is extremely small, as single 
private renters in this rent range only account for 2.5% of all single private renters.  

As the minimum rent threshold for couples is $65.5, it is clear the couples paying 
rent of $1-$49 are below the threshold and couples paying rent of $100-$149 or 
more are above the threshold. However, couples paying rent of $50-$99 may or may 
not be paying rent above the threshold. In order to overcome this data limitation, we 
split the group of couples paying rent of $50-$99 into:  

• Group 1 - couples whose principal income source is government benefits 

• Group 2 - couples whose principal income source is not government benefits 

Group 2 is then assigned to the CRA (BN) recipient group, while Group 1 is assumed 
to be ineligible for CRA (BN). The rationale for this treatment is that couples in Group 
1 are more likely to have lower income and therefore be paying rent below the rent 
threshold, making them ineligible for CRA (BN). However, Group 2 is likely to have 
higher income and therefore paying rent above the minimum threshold. Estimates 
from the first wave of HILDA confirm that Group 1 tends to pay lower rent than Group 
2. The average weekly rent for Group 1 is $78, as compared to $84 for Group 2. 
While this method is also subject to error, the impact of any wrong assignment of 
partnered private renters to CRA (BN) status is very small, as private renters who 
are partnered and paying rent in the $50-$99 range comprise only 6.4% of all 
partnered private renters. 

A private renter with dependent children is assigned as a CRA (FP) recipient if 
he/she pays rent above the minimum rent threshold and receives Family Tax Benefit 
Part A (FTB (A)) above the base FTB (A) rate. As the GSS was conducted between 
March and July 2002, the following weekly minimum rent thresholds in March 2002 
are applicable to private renters with dependent children: 

• $52.9 for sole parents; 

• $78.3 for couples. 

Note that CRA assignment is again hampered here by the listing of rent in ranges 
and not exact amounts. Sole parents paying rent of $50-$99 or more are assumed to 
be above the minimum rent threshold, given the minimum applicable rent threshold 
of $52.9. As the minimum rent threshold for couples is $78.3, it is clear that couples 
paying rent of $1-$49 are below the threshold and couples paying rent of $100-$149 
or more are above the threshold. However, couples paying rent of $50-$99 may or 
may not be paying rent above the threshold. In order to overcome this data limitation, 
we split the group of couples paying rent of $50-$99 into:  

• Group 1 - couples whose principal income source is government benefits 

• Group 2 - couples whose principal income source is not government benefits 

Group 2 is assumed to be paying rent above the minimum threshold, while Group 1 
is assumed to be not paying rent above the threshold.  
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Private renters with dependent children who receive government benefits are 
assumed to be in receipt of FTB (A). It is not possible to determine whether or not a 
private renter is receiving FTB (A) above the base rate from the GSS as income 
limits above which the base rate are paid are determined by the number of 
dependent children aged 0-12 and 13-15. The SIHC 2000-01 is employed to impute 
the number of children aged 0-12 and 13-15 that each private renter with dependent 
children who receives government benefits is likely to have. The average number of 
dependent children aged 0-12 and 13-15 that private renters receiving FTB (A) in the 
SIHC 200-01 are likely to have are calculated by five-year age bands of private 
renters (see table A2.1). These averages are applied to private renters with 
dependent children who receive government benefits in the GSS to determine the 
FTB (A) income limits they are subject to. The FTB (A) base income limits in March 
2002 are applied. Household gross income is compared to the FTB (A) base income 
limit to determine whether a private renter’s family receives more than the base rate 
of FTB (A). Though family taxable income is a more accurate measure in this 
instance, this variable is unavailable from the GSS. The next best alternative is 
household gross income. As household gross weekly income is presented in ranges 
in the survey, the mid-point of each income range is used to represent family taxable 
income. 23 or 2% of working age private renters who receive government benefits do 
not report their gross household income and are therefore excluded from the 
analysis. Private renters with dependent children paying rent above the minimum 
threshold (Group 2) and having household gross income below the FTB (A) base 
income limit are assigned to the CRA (FP) recipient group. 

Table A2.1: Average number of dependent children of private renters who receive FTB 
(A), by age band, 2000-01  

Age band of private 
renter 

Average number of 
dependent children 

aged 0-12 

Average number of 
dependent children 

aged 13-15 

Number of private 
renters 

18-19 1 0 5 
20-24 1 0 45 
25-29 2 0 95 
30-34 2 0 99 
35-39 2 0 65 
40-44 1 0 67 
45-49 1 1 24 
50-54 1 0 11 
All 1 0 411 
Source:  SIHC 2000-01 
Note:  The sample consists of working age private renters with dependent children who receive FTB 

(A) aged 18-54. The SIHC sample excludes persons aged 15-18 so that it is consistent with 
the GSS sample, which excludes persons aged under 18. There are no private renters 
receiving FTB (A) who are aged 55-64.  

 

A2.6  SIHC 1981-82 
Not applicable. 
A2.7 SIHC and Amenities 1990 
Not applicable. 
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