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Overview
Many changes have occurred in Australia since the establishment of the Australian Institute of 
Families Studies in 1980. This fact sheet outlines some of the changes in the housing 
arrangements of Australian families during this time.

Key trends

RENT

Single-parent families 
experience the highest 
average housing costs 
as a percentage of their 
gross income relative to 
all household types.

Average weekly 
housing costs have 
grown over time, 
especially for families 
with dependent 
children. 

Fewer young adults own 
their home (outright or 

mortgaged) today 
compared to previous 

generations.

Owning a home outright has 
become less common over time,
particularly among couples with 
children. Almost half of all
single-parent families rented 
their home in 2018.

Compared to other 
types of families, more 

families with young 
children live in a 

standalone house.

.
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The trends in housing

Fewer people own their home outright
•	 Figure 1 shows that the proportion of households who owned their residence outright increased from 33% in 

1981 to 41% in 1991 but has declined since 2001. The proportion was 31% in 2016.

•	 The proportion of households who owned their residence with a mortgage (i.e. purchasing) fell from 33% in 
1991 to 26% in 1996 and has risen since 2001. By 2016, 34% of households were purchasing their own home.

•	 Together, the proportion of households owning their home either outright or with a mortgage increased from 
66% in 1981 to 69% in 1991 but fell to 65% in 2016. 

•	 The proportion of households renting their home increased from 25% in 1981 to 27% in 1991 and then remained 
stable until 2001. Since 2001, the proportion rose again and was 31% by 2016.1

Figure 1: Housing tenure, 1981–2016
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Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)

Single parents more likely to rent
Figure 2 shows housing tenure according to four household types over a 10-year period from 2007–08 to 
2017–18: couples with dependent children, one parent with dependent children, couples only and lone persons.

•	 Over the past decade, the percentage of couples with children who were paying off a mortgage remained 
quite stable, at around 60%. 

•	 However, the percentage of couples with children who owned their home outright dropped from 20% in 
2007–08 to 11% in 2017–18, and private rentals increased from 20% to 24%. 

•	 Compared to couples with children, a much higher percentage of single-parent families were renting their home.

•	 The proportion of single-parent households that were renting increased from 42% in 2007–08 to 47% in 
2017–18 while the proportion of single-parent households that were in public housing declined. The 
percentage of single parents who were paying off a mortgage remained quite stable, at around 30% over the 
last 10 years, and only around 10% of single parents owned their home outright. 

•	 The percentage of couple-only households who owned their home outright has dropped slightly, from 50% in 
2007–08 to 46% in 2017–18.

–	 The high percentage of home ownership among couple-only households is because this group includes 
older couples, many of who purchased their home some time ago, and have since paid off their mortgage. 

•	 Around 40% of lone-person households owned their homes outright, and this pattern has remained quite 
steady over the last decade. 

1	 Other housing types including ‘Not Stated’ were included in the total but the data were not shown in the figure.

https://aifs.gov.au/copyright
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Figure 2: Housing tenure, by household type, 2007–08 to 2017–18
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Source: ABS (various years) 4130.0 - Housing Occupancy and Costs, 2007–08 to 2017–18

Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)

Young people much less likely to own a home
Figure 3 shows home ownership (either owned outright or purchasing) among people living in private dwellings 
by age group in selected census years from 1981 to 2016.

•	 Across all the years depicted in the figure, the proportion of people who owned their own home without or 
with a mortgage increased with age. 

•	 The proportions of individuals who owned or were purchasing their home declined across all age groups 
between 1981 and 2016. 

•	 The fall in home ownership was particularly marked among younger age groups. For example, the proportion 
of people in their early 30s who owned their home with or without a mortgage fell by 23 percentage points, 
from 64% in 1981 to 41% in 2016. By contrast, home ownership for people in their early 50s fell by 10 
percentage points, from 76% in 1981 to 66% 2016.

https://aifs.gov.au/copyright
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Figure 3: Proportion of people who owned their home without or with a mortgage by age, selected years 
1981–2016
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Sources: ABS (1981–2016) 1% Census household sample files

Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)

Most families live in a standalone house
Data from the 2016 Census show that while separate houses still account for most homes in Australia (72%), 
there has been an increase in other forms of dwelling (as shown in Figure 4). By 2016, higher density residential 
development, such as flats, units, apartments, townhouses and semi-detached homes, made up 26% of all 
Australian housing (ABS, 2017). 

Figure 4: Type of occupied dwellings, 1981–2016
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Data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) show that most children live in a separate 
(detached) house (Figure 5). In 2004, when the LSAC (B cohort) children were babies, 83% lived in a detached 
house. By age 2–3 years, 87% were living in a detached house; and from age 4–5 years onwards, the overall 
percentage of LSAC study children living in each type of housing remained very stable, with almost 90% living 
in a separate house (Warren, 2018). This is likely to be because of a preference among families for more living 
space, while single people and couples without children have a stronger preference for medium- and 
high‑density housing.

Figure 5: Types of housing, Australian children
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Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)

Less home ownership, higher housing costs
The cost of buying a house has increased substantially over the last two decades. By 2017–18, half of all 
Australian dwellings had a value of over $600,000, and among those who had a mortgage, half had a mortgage 
debt of at least $260,000 (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Dwelling and mortgage values (medians), 1994–95 to 2017–18
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Source: ABS (2019) 4130.0 - Housing Occupancy and Costs, 2017–18

Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)
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With the increase in housing prices, rent and mortgage payments have also increased considerably (Figure 7). 
For households paying off a mortgage, the average weekly payment was quite stable in the late 1990s, before 
increasing substantially between 2000 and 2008, in line with the increase in the value of dwellings. Average rent 
has also increased from (the 2017–18 equivalent of) $250 per week in 1994–95 to $399 per week in 2017–18. 

Figure 7: Average weekly housing costs, 1994–95 to 2017–18
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Credit: Australian Institute of Family Studies 2020 (aifs.gov.au/copyright)

More room for children, higher housing costs
Figure 8 shows the average weekly housing costs for households of couples with dependent children, single 
parents with dependent children, couples only and lone persons. As a relatively high proportion of couples with 
dependent children were paying off a mortgage, average housing costs were higher for this family type than for 
single-parent households, where renting was more common.

Couple-only households and lone-person households had lower weekly housing costs, on average, than families 
with children. This is partly because one- or two-person households require fewer bedrooms than families with 
children, and also because these household types include older couples and individuals who purchased a home 
some time ago, and therefore have lower levels of mortgage debt (or own their home outright). 

https://aifs.gov.au/copyright
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Figure 8: Average weekly housing costs, by household type, 1994–95 to 2017–18
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Overall, the percentage of households that spent at least 30% of their gross household income on housing has 
increased from 14% of households in 1994–95 to 17% in 2017–18. While couples with children have the highest 
average housing costs, single-parent families spend a higher percentage of their income on housing. In 2017–18, 
single-parent families with dependent children spent 24% of their income on housing, on average, while couples 
with dependent children spent an average of 14% of their gross household income (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Housing costs as a percentage of gross household income (mean), 1994–95 to 2017–18
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Discovering what  
works for families

Visit the Australian Institute  
of Family Studies (AIFS) website  
at aifs.gov.au to explore our  
work, publications and events,  
and to discover our research  
agenda in more detail.
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