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4 Breaking Down Barriers

Executive Summary

Stable housing is a critical component in
addressing financial and social stresses that can
lead to poverty or prevent exit from poverty.
This analysis explores the correlation between
community-level measures of poverty rates and
social housing density to better understand how
we might best structure future analyses to inform
policy and practice on locations for new housing,
structure and delivery of social housing, and rent
assistance more broadly, for those facing housing
stress.

Key findings observed at a community level
include:

* Contemporary poverty rates and social housing
density are positively correlated.

* High poverty is not always associated with high
social housing density.

» There are many communities with high poverty
rates (greater than 16 percent) and relatively
low social housing density rates (less than 4
percent).

* High poverty in 2011 is associated with increased
social housing units between 2011 and 2016.

¢ High social housing density in 2011 is positively
correlated with decreases in poverty rates
between 2011 and 2016.

These initial statistics suggest there is much more
to be understood about the relationship between
poverty and the role played by social housing in
alleviating and preventing poverty. We highlight
throughout this report that falling below standard
poverty lines is relatively fluid: not all households
will remain in poverty. In fact, over a five-year
period we often observe households moving out
of poverty. Housing, however, is a more static
measure in that households do not quickly move
into or out of social housing. Social housing and
related programs can serve as a stabiliser that
supports poverty reduction. But the lack of
social housing and support as one is experiencing
income shocks or declines in income can lead to
a further exacerbation of circumstances which
can result in observing more persistent episodes
of living in poverty.

This is the first of three rapid analysis reports that
explores the connection between social housing
and poverty. This first report explores the
relationship between social housing density and
poverty rates at a community level. The second
report examines demographics and employment
measures for those living in social housing and
how these measures compare for those not
observed in social housing but with incomes that
fall below the poverty rates. The third report
examines moving into and out of social housing
over a five-year period to understand better the
extent to which households move in and out of
social housing as well as the factors that might
contribute to these movements.
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There is no doubt that housing plays a crucial
role in the health and wellbeing of Australians.

A lack of adequate housing puts individuals

at an increased risk of housing stress, which

can influence workforce participation,

education attainment, food security, health and
homelessness (Rowley and Ong, 2012). Providing
adequate housing opportunities in Australia
includes the provision of housing assistance
ranging from rent assistance to government-
provided housing. This report focuses on
assistance referred to as ‘social housing’, housing
that is provided by the government or via
independent (community) organisations. Social
housing, through the provision of long-term or
shorter-term accommodation at rates that are
less than the market rate, provides an important
safety net (Groenhart, 2015).

The Australian Housing and Urban Research
Institute (AHURI) (2020) report highlights severe
public housing shortages that have persisted

for some time. For example, there has been a
marked decline in the share of housing stock that
is classified as social housing, from 5.1 percent in
2000 to 4.2 percent in 2016. In many areas those
seeking public housing are placed on long waiting
lists (148,520 in June 2019). The AHURI report
also highlights deficiencies in many social housing

units, suggesting a need to modernise many units.

In Australia, housing represents an important
stress factor for those who face income poverty
and, more broadly, disadvantage. As illustrated
in Payne and Samarage (2020), despite modest
declines in poverty rates between 2011 and 2016,
current poverty rates measured at a community
level range between 13 percent and 62 percent
for 60 percent of communities. Few Australian-
based studies consider the relationship between
poverty rates and the density of social housing
units at a community level. We explore this
relationship to provide insights into the role

that social housing plays in addressing income
poverty. If one is facing financial challenges,
social housing can be an important contributor
behind entry to or exit from poverty.

Our approach is to provide initial insights into
the correlation between social housing density
and income poverty rates. Linking these

two measures is a starting point for better
understanding the role that social housing

plays in preventing ‘on-ramps’ into extreme
disadvantage and/or supporting the ‘off-ramps’
out of disadvantage. Housing assistance may
have a positive impact by freeing up resources
for food and health care. It may allow for a better
learning environment and, thus, contribute to
improved educational outcomes. It may connect
residents to social support networks, may reduce
criminal activities and incarceration, and may
protect people from homelessness. That said,
housing assistance may contribute to reduce
workforce participation or encourage continued
reliance on social support.

Social housing comes in many forms—some are
operated directly by the government and others
are provided by non-profit organisations. Given
needs to construct or renovate, it takes time to
increase the number of housing units in each
community. There are also many factors that will
affect decisions to increase (or decrease) the
number of units. Given buildings do not appear
overnight, it is best to think of social housing as a
structural stock that can take years to change.

In contrast, community poverty rates are more
reflective of a measure we might call a flow. As
illustrated in Payne and Samarage (2020), while
some communities suffer from entrenched or
stagnant poverty, there are many reasons why
poverty rates can change over time. Ananyev
et al. (2020) illustrate that, when examining

a five-year period, often more than half of
individuals observed in poverty in one year are
not in poverty five years later. Moving into or
out of poverty is correlated with factors such

as education, employment and age. Having
stable housing is also likely to be correlated with
entering or exiting from poverty.
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A second reason for a more fluid change in
community poverty rates is that the residents in
a community may migrate to another community.
As migration increases, we might expect the
income profile of the community to change.
Reasons for migration out of or into a community
can be tied to personal factors or changes in
employment opportunities. The reasons for
migration, however, can also be tied to increased
housing costs and/or the availability of adequate
housing.

This analysis explores the relationship between
poverty and social housing across Australia. We
rely on Census data for 2011 and 2016 to capture
poverty rates and the rates of housing stock
that can be attributable to social housing. For
each community, we create two measures: the
community poverty rate (share of households
with an income that is less than 60 percent of
the median household income in Australia) and a
social housing density rate (share of households
identified as living in social housing). The analysis
compares and contrasts poverty and social
density rates across communities and over time.
We find:

* Not all areas with higher poverty rates are
matched with higher social housing density.

* The positive correlation between social housing
density and poverty in some areas may be an
early indication that social housing is effectively
targeting individuals facing housing stress.

* Both poverty rates and social housing
density decreased in Australia between
201 and 2016.

¢ Higher social housing density in 2011 is associated
with a decrease in poverty rates between 2011
and 2016 if one excludes communities with very
high poverty rates.

While there is a positive correlation between
social housing and poverty rates at the
community level, there is also substantial variation
in levels of social housing by poverty level. This
variation exists in urban and rural areas alike.
We highlight here the importance of creating
greater links between what we know about
issues in the supply and quality of social housing
in Australia and poverty rates. While this report
does not provide specific policy suggestions for
how to address social housing shortages or how
to reduce poverty in Australia, it does highlight
the importance of better understanding the role
of social housing in supporting those living in
poverty and/or in preventing entry into poverty.
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The state of social housing in Australia
and the construction of social housing
density and poverty rates

In 2019-20, over 800,000 Australians lived

in social housing in 436,000 dwellings across
the country CAIHW, 2021). Access to these

units will vary from state to state depending

on state-prescribed eligibility requirements.

For the most part, these requirements include
residency requirements, income thresholds and
other requirements relating to the ability to
cover what is charged as rent. A key principle
behind eligibility for social housing is not being
able to find appropriate housing in the private
marketplace (AIHW, 2021). Social housing is
divided into public housing (PH, 69 percent of
all social housing dwellings), community housing
(CH, 24 percent), Indigenous community housing
(ICH, 4 percent) and state-owned and managed
Indigenous housing (SOMIH, 3 percent). In
addition to opportunities for living in social
housing, there is an option to rent through the
private housing market. For individuals who live
in community or private housing, rent assistance
is provided by the Commonwealth government.
In 2020, 1.7 million households (units) received
Commonwealth rent assistance (AIHW, 2021).

Using Census data that rely on self-reports of
housing type, Table 1 depicts the percentage
change in the number of households from 2011

to 2016 by state, overall and for those in social
housing units. Across all states, there is an
increase in the number of households. Overall, the
increase is 8.6 percent with the largest growth
observed in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT)
and Western Australia. In contrast, the share of
households living in social housing has declined
across all states. Across Australia there is an
overall decline of 4.1 percent in the share of those
living in social housing. The states with the largest
declines are South Australia and the ACT. Note
that the percentage change for social housing
units is defined as the percentage change in the
total stock of social housing, regardless of the
total number of housing units. Thus, a decline

in social housing units between 2011 and 2016
represents a decline in the number of units
designated as social housing.

Table 1: Percentage change in number of housing units between 2011 and 2016

STATE NSW VIC QLD
All housing units 6.8% 10.6% 8.8%
Social housing units -3.0% -3.2% -3.3%

-9.6%

WA TAS NT ACT Total
11.5% 4.0% 10.8% 12.4% 8.6%
-3.8% -5.2% -1.5% -7.5% -4.1%

Notes: A housing unit is defined in the Census as a physical unit that captures residential housing. Social housing captures units
provided by a state or territory housing authority and community housing providers. It excludes housing that is subsidised through

schemes such as the Commonwealth rent assistance scheme.

The percentage change is defined as (the number of units in 2016 minus the number of units in 2011) / (the number of units in 2011).
A positive share represents growth and a negative share represents a decline.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks for the 2011 and 2016 Censuses.
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A decline in the number of social housing units,
however, may not be a negative outcome. If
households are not in need of social housing
and/or they can obtain suitable private housing
with rent assistance, then a decline in the share
of households living in social housing can be
interpreted as a positive outcome. This likely

is not the case. As of 2021, there were around
178,000 households waiting for social housing
(AIHW, 2021). In earlier work, it was argued that
widening gaps in income and wealth inequality
would likely increase the demand for social
housing (Groenhart and Burke, 2014). High
population growth, high pressure on land prices
in urban areas and real income growth are often
the leading causes of the shortage of affordable
housing in Australia (Yates, 2016).

Social housing residents in Australia are a
particularly select and disadvantaged group.
Populations at risk of homelessness, victims of
domestic violence and people with special needs
are prioritised to receive social housing assistance
(AIHW, 2021). Entry into social housing depends
on eligibility, and individuals with greater or special
needs have priority. In general, available homes are
offered to priority applicants, and then to waiting-
list applicants who meet certain eligibility and
location requirements (Powell et al., 2019).

To capture the state of social housing in Australia,
we rely on the questions asked on the Australian
Census form about the characteristics of the
dwelling in which the respondent is living. For the
purposes of this report, we focus on two questions
that allow us to capture whether the dwelling is
owned or rented and whether a rented dwelling

is part of a government housing authority and/

or a community-operated housing unit (including
those operated by church groups). From this
information we can compute the number of
housing units and the share of these units that are
identified as ‘social housing’. While this measure
excludes the counting of households receiving
Commonwealth rent assistance and residing in
privately owned dwellings, the reliance on Census
data allows us to use measures that can be applied
across all communities and over time.



For the purposes of this analysis, we define social
housing density as the ratio of social housing to
total housing in an area. We compute the social
housing density for two geographies, known as
Statistical Area 2 (SA2) and Statistical Area 3
(SA3). The smaller geography, SA2, is designed
to represent communities that interact together
socially and economically. The larger geography,
SA3, is designed to capture a region that reflects
a core commercial hub. In urban areas, SA3s align
with what is known as a Local Government Area.

To capture community poverty, we rely on the
statistics created by Payne and Samarage (2020).
In their report, they explore several measures

of poverty. We rely on the computation of
poverty rates that represents the share of the
population whose income falls below 60 percent
of the median equivalised income. We compute
an equivalised income to reflect household
composition, acknowledging that the income
needed to support a single person is different
from the income needed to support a couple with
children.

Rapid Report

In Table 2, we report summary statistics of
poverty rates and social housing density for

the Australian communities under study. There
is large variation between the minimum and
maximum social housing density and poverty
rates at both the SA2 and SA3Z community
levels. While some SA2 communities have no
social housing units, others have a density of

88 percent, which means that most dwellings

in that community are social housing. When it
comes to poverty rates, we observe a similar
disparity. While some communities enjoy close
to zero poverty rates, others experience close
to 62 percent of poverty rates. This means that
62 percent of the families in that community
report incomes (after accounting for family size)
that reflect less than 60 percent of the median
national income. These findings highlight the
importance of better understanding if mixed
tenure is being achieved in Australia. A benefit
to mixed tenure, as measured by income, is that
we avoid the development of communities with a
high proportion of families living in disadvantage.

Table 2: Social housing density and income poverty rates by SA2 and SA3

Social housing density

Number of

Geography and year oSy Minimum Median
SA3: 201 0% 3.52 %
317
SA3: 2016 0.09 % 318 %
SA2: 2011 0% 293 %
1,959
SA2: 2016 0% 267 %

Maximum

56.83 %
55.75 %

85.49 %
87.78 %

Minimum

6.03 %
5.81%

0%
179 %

Income poverty rate
Median

17.64 %
14.68 %

16.67 %
1411 %

Maximum

4113 %
47.58 %

62.92 %
61.56 %

Notes: An SA3 community is considered a major transport and commercial hub if it is in @ major city or a regional city. It generally
has a population between 30,000 and 130,000 individuals. An SA2 is a community where households interact with each other
socially and economically. We exclude SA2 and SA3 communities with limited or no population in our analysis.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks for the 2011 and 2016 Censuses.
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How closely do social housing
density rates align with community

poverty rates?

In this section, we explore the correlations
between social housing density and income
poverty rates across Australia. Figure 1 depicts
social housing density and poverty rates from
2016 using the SA3 level of geography. Each
community is colour-coded to depict the
combined degree of social housing density and
poverty. Communities shaded in blue have both
high social housing density and poverty rates.
Communities shaded in green represent low
social housing density yet high poverty rates, and
areas in magenta represent areas with high social
housing density and low poverty rates.

Of the 317 SA3 communities, 17 percent exhibit
both high social housing density and poverty
rates. A further 6.9 percent exhibit high social
housing density but low poverty rates. And 6.6
percent exhibit high poverty rates but low social
housing density. Should we expect a positive
correlation between social housing and poverty? A
positive correlation can serve as an early indication
that social housing is effectively targeting
households in need. However, it can also signal

an area that is experiencing deep disadvantage in
which the community faces structural challenges
to address poverty. For example, a community
with limited opportunities for gainful employment
could signal that households have a difficult time
exiting from poverty.

Figure 1: Mapping social housing density and poverty, 2016
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Notes: Communities are defined at a SA3 level. Social housing density is defined as the number of social housing units divided by
the total number of private housing units in the community. Poverty rates are calculated based on household income adjusted for
size of household (equivalised) being less than 60 percent of the median income in Australia.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks and TableBuilder 2016.



When we observe variation between social
housing density and poverty rates, such as high
social housing density and low poverty rates, or
vice versa, we might infer a few different signals.
A positive signal might be that the community
has effectively targeted those in need of housing

and that years later these households are thriving.

A negative signal is one that suggests social
housing is not targeting populations in need.

Across Australia, there is much variation between
social housing density and poverty rates. The
variation is not defined easily based on whether
the area is urban or rural, or a capital city or not. In
Darwin and Brisbane (and to some extent Adelaide
and Hobart), for example, we observe high social

Rapid Report n

housing density and lower poverty rates. In Sydney,
Melbourne and Perth, we observe communities
with high levels of poverty and social housing
density, but we also observe communities with high
levels of poverty but low social housing density.

In Figure 2, we depict the relationship between
social housing density (y-axis) and poverty
rates (x-axis) for all communities. This figure
demonstrates that, while there is a positive
correlation between the two measures,
conditioning on the same poverty rate, social
housing density varies substantially across
communities. For example, for a community
with a poverty rate of 10 percent, the social
housing density rate ranges between zero and
around 7 percent.

Figure 2: Correlation between social housing density and poverty, 2016
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Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS TableBuilder 2076.
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Assessing the appropriate relationship between
poverty and social housing density rates requires
more data. As noted above, in addition to social
housing there are other programs in place such
as Commonwealth rent assistance programs

to permit household to live in private housing.
As the qualifications for social housing (and the
waiting lists) reflect those most in need, it is not
surprising that not all households identified as
falling below the poverty rate would reside in
social housing. Given there are large differences
between higher poverty rates and low social
housing density rates, this raises the question of
whether our policies for the provision of social
housing and/or rent assistance reflect the needs
of communities and those with incomes below
the poverty rates.

To explore the correlation between social housing
density and poverty rates further, we rely on a
flow diagram, as depicted in Figure 3. For this
figure we depict the statistics for SA2s, the
smaller measure for communities. On the left
axis, we group communities into three poverty
rates by quantile: high, medium and low. A
community that is classified as high poverty,

has poverty rates that range from 16.4 to 61.6
percent. Communities with medium poverty
range from 11.5 to 16.4 percent. Communities with
low poverty range from 1.8 to 2.0 percent. Along
the right axis, we group the communities based
on social housing density. Communities with
high social housing density range from 4.4 to
87.8 percent. Communities with medium social
housing density range from 1.5 to 4.4 percent.
And communities with low social housing density
range from O to 1.5 percent.

Figure 3 allows us to depict the correlations
between income poverty and social housing
density for nine pairings. On the left-hand side
are the communities in three groups based on
their 2016 poverty rates. The poverty rates range
between O and 62 percent. The bottom tercile
depicts communities with poverty rates up to 12
percent. The middle tercile captures communities
with poverty rates that range between 12 and 16
percent and the top tercile captures communities
with poverty rates that range between 16 and

62 percent. Similarly, on the right-hand side of
the figure, we group the communities based on
social housing density into the following ranges:
0O to 1.5 percent (low); 1.5 to 4.4 percent (medium)
and 4.4 to 88 percent (high). As is evident, the
communities in one tercile, for example, low
poverty, are observed with low, medium and high
social housing density rates.

Using the tercile groupings of communities for
each measure, the communities are distributed
into nine possible pairings. Starting first with
communities identified with high poverty rates,
52 percent also fall into the top (high) social
housing density tercile. Thus, communities

with high poverty rates and social housing
density represent approximately 17 percent of
all communities. Of the remaining communities
with high poverty rates, 30 percent fall into the
middle tercile of social housing density and the
remaining 20 percent fall into the lowest tercile
of social housing. This latter group illustrates a
potential disconnect that suggests a need for
further investigation—communities with poverty
rates that range from 16 to 62 percent with
social housing density rates that range from O
to 1.5 percent. It may be that these communities
contain a high number of households that qualify
for Commonwealth rent assistance.



Of the communities that fall into the middle
tercile of poverty rates, 71 percent are
communities with medium to high social housing
density rates. Of the communities that fall into
the bottom tercile of poverty rates, 85 percent
are in the low and medium tercile of social
housing density rates. Overall, Figure 3 further
illustrates that for many communities there is a
positive correlation between poverty rates and
social housing density. However, it also illustrates
that there are striking differences between
poverty and social housing at a community level.

Figure 3: Poverty and social housing density, 2016
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Our exploration of contemporaneous correlations
between social housing density and poverty
provides us with a partial picture of the
relationship between poverty and social housing.
In the following sections, we explore changes in
social housing density over time and the extent
to which we observe changes in social housing
density or poverty rates between 2011 and 2016.

17.3%
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11.0% | +4-87.8%
§ 5.0%
5 9.9%
H
=1 . .
2| Medium 12.6% Medium
E 11.5-16.4% 1.5-4.4%
rE ' 10.9%
.2
a 6.2%
9.7%
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0-115% 17.5% o
Shares sum
to 100%
T T
Poverty 2016 Social Housing 2016

Notes: For each axis (left and right), SA2-level communities are grouped into terciles based on the reported measure (poverty
rates in 2016 for the left axis and social housing density rates for the right axis). The numbers in the figure represent the share of
communities exhibiting each of the nine combinations of poverty and social housing density rates.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS TableBuilder 2016.
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How have poverty and social housing
density changed over time?

Do high poverty rates result in an increase in We start first with changes in each measure
social housing and/or do high social housing between 2011 and 2016. Figure 4, Panel A
rates drive a reduction in poverty rates? With depicts changes in income poverty rates. A

information at any given period, we might expect negative change means that the poverty rate
to observe changes that are driven by policy and/  has decreased. Overall, the poverty rates have

or household migration over time. In this next fallen for most communities. Panel B depicts
section, we explore the relationship between the changes in social housing density. A number
variation over time in poverty rates and social that is negative also represents a decline in
housing density between 2011 and 2016, at the community social housing rates. Overall, social
SA2 level. housing density has not changed much between

2011 and 2016. In some communities, however, the

Figure 4: Changes in poverty rates and social housing density between 2011 and 2016
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Note: Communities are defined at the SA2 level. A poverty change is defined as the community poverty rate in 2016 less the
community poverty rate in 2071. A Social Housing Density change is defined by the social housing density percentage in 2016 less
the social housing density percentage in 2011.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks and TableBuilder 2011-2016.



density has fallen. Given social housing density
is derived using a denominator that captures the
number of all housing in the community, if there
is an increase in the number of private housing
units, this will cause a decrease in social housing
density if the number of social housing units
does not keep pace with the increase in private
housing units.

To explore whether the falling social housing
density rate is more a function of new private
housing, Figure 5 depicts the change in the

Rapid Report 15

number of social housing units at an SA2 level
between 2011 and 2016. Unfortunately, it appears
that part of the decline in the social housing rates
is a function of the number of social housing units
falling. Across Australia, there were over 14,000
fewer social housing dwellings in 2016 compared
to 2011. On average, the decrease amounted to a
decline of 7.3 social housing dwellings per SA2.
Figure 5 shows that some SA2 units experienced
an increase in the stock of social housing
dwellings but, overall, it was more likely for the
total number of social housing units to decrease.

Figure 5: Change in social housing dwellings at the SA2 level
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Note: Commmunities are defined at the SA2 level. A social housing change is defined by the social housing number of dwellings in

2016 less the social housing number of dwellings in 2011.

Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks and TableBuilder 2011-2016.
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Do high poverty rates in 2011 lead to
iINncreased social housing in 20167

As we noted in the introduction, building new social
housing units takes time and entering or exiting
poverty can be more fluid. When we combine

the concepts of social housing provision with
poverty rates, several questions come to mind. One
guestion is how obtaining social housing improves
one’s circumstances and whether this leads to
improved economic circumstances, namely exiting
from poverty. To explore this question further
would involve using individual-level records for
those observed living in social housing to explore
their circumstances in future years. We leave such
an analysis for a future report.

A second guestion we can explore, however,

is whether observing high community poverty
rates in 2011 leads to increased community social
housing density in 2016. While social housing
density has fallen between 2011 and 2016, Figure
5 demonstrates that the number of social housing
units has increased for some communities.

We can explore whether the communities in
which these units have increased reflect the
communities with higher poverty rates.

In Figure 6 we depict 2011 poverty rates (left axis)
and 2016 social housing density. Similar to Figure
3, we group the communities into three terciles.
On the left they are grouped according to the
201 poverty rate. On the right they are grouped
according to the 2016 social housing density
rates. For the communities in the top tercile of
social housing density, the rates range between
4.4 to 87.78 percent in 2016. Approximately 49
percent of these communities exhibited high
poverty rates (between 20 and 63 percent) in
2011. A further 33 percent of the communities
exhibited poverty rates in the middle tercile (rates
ranging between 14 and 20 percent).

Figure 6: Poverty 2011 and social housing density 2016
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Source: Melbourne Institute staff calculations using ABS DataPacks and TableBuilder 2016.



Of the communities in the middle tercile of 2011
poverty rates (between 14 and 20 percent),
approximately 35 percent fall into the top tercile
for social housing density in 2016 and another
35 percent fall into the middle tercile for social
housing density.

Figure 7 digs a bit deeper to explore the
relationship between 2011 community poverty
rates and changes in the number of social
housing units between 2011 and 2016. Based

on the change in housing units, we group the
communities on the right-hand side of the axis
to reflect the change in social housing units for
the community between 2011 and 2016. Those
communities in the top tercile are the only
communities with observed increases in social
housing, from one up to as many as 392 units.
Communities in the middle tercile experienced a
decline from zero to -10 units. Communities in
the bottom tercile experienced a decline from -1
to -293 units.
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The communities that fall into the top tercile

of communities based on an increase in social
housing are not all from the communities that
exhibited the highest poverty rates in 2011. Only
30 percent of the communities with the highest
poverty rates (top tercile) fall into the top tercile
of communities with the highest increase in
social housing units. Notably, 44 percent of

the top tercile poverty communities in 201

are identified as falling in the bottom tercile of
communities based on changes in social housing
units. This finding begs an understanding of how
a community with a high poverty rate in 2011 is
observed with lower social housing units in 2016.

Taken together Figures 6 and 7 illustrate that
linking decisions on the building or transformation
of units for social housing with information on
income poverty could be a critical component

in addressing the risk of entering poverty and/or
supporting exit from poverty in Australia.

Figure 7: Poverty (2011) versus changes in social housing density—2016-2011
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Does high social housing density
N 2011 lead to decreased poverty

rates in 20167

Finally, we explore the relationship between
social housing density in 2011 and changes in
poverty rates between 2011 and 2016. Recall
that qualifying for social housing includes an
assessment of income (and wealth). Thus, only
the lowest-income households can live in social
housing. Moreover, once a house has been
built, while one family moves out a new family
will move in. As such, not finding a decrease
in poverty rates may not occur in areas with
high social housing density. Social housing,

however, can take many forms. One is to provide
temporary or transitory assistance. A second
would be to provide medium- or longer-term
assistance. In communities with social housing
that offers this latter type of assistance, we
might indeed observe a decrease in poverty
rates over time. We explore the relationship
between social housing density in 2011 and
poverty rates in 2016 in Figure 8.

Figure 8: Change in poverty between 2011 and 2016 versus social housing density in 2011
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Higher social housing density in 2011 is
associated with a decrease in poverty between
2011 and 2016 once we exclude extreme
outlying communities. Figure 8 displays the
joint distribution of the change in poverty
rates and 2011 social housing density rates. A
high proportion of communities saw a drop in
poverty rates during this period. Focusing first
on the communities with social housing density
rates that range from O to 10 percent, there
are a number where poverty rates increased
even though overall poverty rates fell between
2011 and 2016. Moving to the communities with
social housing density rates between 10 and 20
percent, it appears that only a handful of the
communities experienced increasing poverty.
For almost all communities with social housing
rates between 20 and 40 percent, poverty fell.
Unfortunately, most of the communities with
the highest share of social housing density
experienced an increase in poverty rates.

The last finding highlights the importance of
exploring at a community level the factors that
contribute to high poverty rates given social
housing represents only one of these factors.
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Figure 8 illustrates the importance of looking

at disaggregated data and whole distributions
rather than a single statistic to draw conclusions.
If we were to blindly compute the correlation
between the poverty change between 2011 and
2016, and social housing density in 2011, we
would find a positive correlation of 0.23 driven
by the few outliers displaying both high levels of
poverty increase and social housing density. By
looking at the joint distribution we can see that
higher social housing density is associated with
a decrease in poverty.
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Conclusion

This report offers initial evidence to address some
guestions relating to social housing as a policy
tool to reduce or prevent poverty. We find that:

1 Not all areas with higher poverty rates are
matched with higher social housing density. The
positive geographical correlation between social
housing density and poverty in some areas is an
early indication that social housing is effectively
targeting populations in need. However, the
variation in social housing between areas with
similar poverty rates is an indication that either
social housing is not targeting populations

in need, or that it did in the past, and those
locations thrived.

2) Both poverty rates and social housing density
decreased in Australia between 2011 and 2016.
The decrease in social housing density, however,
may be attributable to an increase in the number
of private housing units built during this period. If
we focus solely on the change in the number of
social housing units, the stock fell in 61 percent
of communities (SA2), remained the same in 7
percent, and increased in 32 percent. On average,
social housing units decreased by more than 7
percent per SA2 community between 2011 and
2016.

3) Higher social housing density in 2011 is
associated with a decrease in poverty between
201 and 2016 once we exclude communities with
high levels of poverty.

When we began this analysis, we expected to
find a reasonably strong positive correlation
between social housing density and poverty.
We also expected to observe increases in the
share of social housing units between 2011 and
2016 in communities with the highest poverty
rates. While many communities reflect these
expectations, many more do not fall far short.
This analysis demonstrates the importance

of undertaking an increased understanding

of how the structure of social housing (and
rent assistance, more broadly) is promoting a
decrease in poverty rates and an off-ramp from
poverty and disadvantage.
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The Breaking Down Barriers report series
provides in-depth analyses of questions that
will help us to better understand the challenges
faced by individuals, families, communities and
governments that affect the existence and
persistence of deep and entrenched poverty
and disadvantage in Australia. The analyses
have been undertaken by Melbourne Institute
researchers and utilise economic and statistical
techniques, which involves developing shared
data environments to study disadvantage and
developing data visualisations.

This report has been produced as part of an
ongoing partnership between the Paul Ramsay
Foundation and the Melbourne Institute with
the goal of informing and shaping policy and
practice to break cycles of disadvantage. This
includes improving our understanding of the
extent, nature and causes of socio-economic
disadvantage in Australia and encouraging
solutions that enable program development and
policy innovation that foster opportunity and
reduce poverty and disadvantage.
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Paul Ramsay Foundation

The Paul Ramsay Foundation seeks to identify
and partner with individuals, communities and
organisations working to create an Australia
where people can overcome disadvantage and
realise their potential.

The late Paul Ramsay AO established the
Foundation in 2006 and, after his death in 2014,
left the majority of his estate to continue his
philanthropy for generations to come.

His commitment to good works has allowed

the Paul Ramsay Foundation to support the
for-purpose sector with grants of more than
$350 million made since 2016 to more than 90
different partners, committed as the Paul Ramsay
Foundation is to achieving lasting change.
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