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Executive Summary
This report draws on 19 years of data from the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, spanning the period 2001 to 2019, to
investigate poverty dynamics. We describe the extent, depth and nature of
persistent poverty, the main events (or ‘routes’) associated with movements into
and out of poverty, and the determinants of the lengths of poverty spells and
‘non-poverty’ spells.

T

he definition of poverty used in this report
is based on income: an individual is deemed
to be in poverty if their household income
(after payment on income taxes and receipt of
government benefits, adjusted for household
size) is less than 60% of the median household
income. Poverty persistence is measured by
the number or proportion of years in poverty
over three time-frames: four years, 10 years and
19 years. A poverty transition is a movement
from being in poverty in one year to not being
in poverty in the next year (poverty exit) or a
movement in the reverse direction (poverty
entry). An important feature of our analysis is
detailed consideration of the roles of location of
residence and proximity to the poverty line—that
is, for those in poverty, how far they are below
the poverty line, and for those not in poverty,
how far they are above the poverty line.
Key findings on the extent and nature of poverty
persistence include the following.
- Persistent poverty is a significant phenomenon
in Australian society with 13% of the population
found to be persistently poor under various
alternative measures of poverty persistence.
- Persistent poverty is more prevalent among
women, single-parent families, the elderly and
people living in more disadvantaged regions.
Results further show a strong association between
(lack of) work and the risk of persistent poverty.

- A consistent theme is that higher rates of
poverty at any given point in time are associated
with higher rates of persistent poverty, but the
relationship is not perfect. On the one hand,
groups with high rates of persistent poverty
relative to their cross-sectional poverty rates
include the elderly, working-age women,
working-age couples without dependent
children, all couples in which neither partner
is employed (in the initial year of the period
under study), Indigenous people, people with
a disability, poor general health or poor mental
health, those unemployed (in the initial year) and
those living in the most disadvantaged regions.
On the other hand, groups with low rates of
persistent poverty relative to cross-sectional
poverty include working-age men, ‘prime-age’
(aged 18 to 49) people, couples in which both
partners are employed part-time (in the initial
year), the underemployed and the low paid. Thus,
poverty for the former groups is, if experienced,
more likely to be long-lived, while for the latter
group it is more likely to be transitory.
- Greater poverty depth at any one point in time
is associated with greater poverty persistence.
Moreover, among those above the poverty line,
those in closer proximity to the poverty line are
also at greater risk of falling into persistent poverty.
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The examination of potential ‘trigger events’
for poverty transitions provide the following
key findings.
- While labour market events, non-labour income
events, demographic events and change of
residence events examined are all associated
with an elevated probability of poverty exit,
employment is a key factor for people living in
working-age families.
- Similar to poverty exit, a decline in household
labour earnings increases the risk of poverty
entry by over 50%, and such a decline occurs in
35% of poverty entries.
- Any change in family type increases the risk
of poverty entry, while formation of a singleparent family is strongly associated with poverty
entry. However, formation of a single-parent
family accompanies only 3.4% of poverty entries
because it is a comparatively rare event, on
average affecting 1.2% of people each year.
Multivariate analysis allows us to consider the
independent roles of each of a number of factors
in precipitating poverty entry and exit, holding
other factors constant. Our models of poverty
exit and poverty re-entry collectively allow
identification of the factors associated with
persistent (and recurrent) poverty. Key findings
include the following.
- Being in poverty longer itself reduces the
prospects of exiting poverty from one year to
the next; similarly, being out of poverty longer
itself reduces the chances of re-entering poverty
from one year to the next.
- Poverty persistence tends to be lower for
people aged 25 to 34 and couples with
dependent children, although the more
dependent children in the family, the more
persistent is poverty. Single older people have
higher poverty persistence than partnered
older people. Higher educational attainment is
associated with lower poverty persistence, while
the presence of disability within the household
is associated with a lower probability of poverty
exit, all else being equal.
- Greater poverty depth is associated with a lower
probability of exiting poverty. We also find
that, holding all else constant, living in a more
disadvantaged area decreases the probability
of exiting poverty. Interestingly, however, we
find poverty persistence is lowest in non-urban
regions, holding other factors (including the
socio-economic status of the area) constant.

- The risk of poverty re-entry tends to rise with
age and is greater the more dependent children
there are in the household (particularly when the
children are aged under five). Other factors being
constant, working-age single people and single
parents are at greater risk of poverty re-entry,
while higher educational attainment reduces the
risk of re-entry and disability increases it.
- Among those not in poverty, closer proximity
to poverty—income less than 25% above
the poverty line—substantially increases the
risk of slipping back into poverty. Adverse
effects are also found for people living in more
disadvantaged areas and additional adverse
effects are found for people living in non-urban
regions. Thus, while living in a non-urban region
is associated with a greater likelihood of exiting
poverty for those in poverty, it is also associated
with a greater likelihood of re-entering poverty
for those not in poverty.
While this report does not evaluate specific policy
measures aimed at reducing poverty, our findings
provide highly relevant information for policymakers and non-government entities seeking to
tackle poverty as follows.
- Our results confirm the importance of the labour
market in providing a route out of poverty for
working-age individuals.
- However, our results also suggest that labour
market-related anti-poverty policy measures will
not be sufficient. Certain members of society
have very constrained access to paid work, such
as people with a disability, older people and
those with high caring responsibilities, and have
high risks of persistent poverty. For example,
the finding that the more dependent children
in the household, the lower the probability
of exiting poverty, draws attention to the
importance of assisting with child care so that
more individuals can combine paid work with
family responsibilities. More generally, adequacy
of income support payments is a key pillar of
anti-poverty policy.
- The household context plays a crucial role in
determining individuals’ poverty experiences.
Who you live with, what they do and what
happens to them is important. This report
provides longitudinal empirical evidence on the
importance of ‘other household workers’ for
maintaining household income. The household
perspective is thus very important to consider
when designing policies.

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia

- Our analysis highlights the importance of
measures geared towards reducing poverty
re-entry rates, and not just focusing on people
already in poverty. For example, policy measures
promoting job retention are crucial to avoiding
poverty re-entry.
- Poverty depth is a risk factor for long-term
poverty. Among those in poverty, it is those with
lower incomes—that is, in deeper poverty—who
are most at risk of persistent poverty. The very
poor are therefore a policy priority, not only
because they are very poor now, but because
they are more likely to remain poor.
Finally, we note that further work is required on
the role of place or location in shaping poverty
experiences, as well as on analysis of poverty
dynamics based on more comprehensive
measures of economic wellbeing—for example,
accounting for home ownership.
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of this report
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1.1
Background

A

s noted by the Productivity Commission
(2018), Australia’s poverty rate has
remained inflexibly high for 30 years,
despite Australia being one of the wealthiest
countries in the world and enjoying nearly
three decades of strong economic growth in
the period to 2019 (https://www.pc.gov.au/
research/completed/rising-inequality). The HILDA
Survey has found that the proportion of people
living below the relative poverty line—50% of
the median income—increased between 2016
and 2019, from 9.8% to 11.3%. Significantly, child
poverty rates among single-parent families rose
sharply between 2016 and 2018, and remained
high in 2019, at 24.9%. Poverty rates are even
higher among single elderly people, at 37% for
single elderly women and 33% for single elderly
men in 2019.
In 2015, the Australian Government joined other
nations in adopting the Sustainable Development
Goals, a framework for national and global
development (https://www.undp.org/content/
undp/en/home/sustainable-developmentgoals.html). The first goal is to ‘end poverty in
all its forms’ with a national target ‘to reduce
at least by half the proportion of men, women
and children of all ages living in poverty in all
its dimensions according to national definitions’
by 2030. Yet, the general principles for poverty

reduction in Australia have not been set out. In
fact, there is no official definition of poverty, let
alone a poverty reduction plan and clear poverty
alleviation initiatives.
This research project is motivated by the need
to understand better not only the extent, but
also the persistence, of poverty in the Australian
community. It is generally agreed that the effects
of experiencing poverty for long periods are more
detrimental than experiencing poverty for short
periods. Thus, the ‘traditional’ approach based
on the development of income supplementation
policies for those ‘currently’ poor may be
insufficient. A longitudinal frame of reference
that will facilitate the design and implementation
of more ‘dynamic’ poverty reduction policies is
required. Certainly, such an approach is consistent
with Gardiner and Hills’ (1999) argument that
successfully tackling poverty requires a ‘hand-up’
rather than a ‘hand-out’ approach.
A dynamic approach means that the routes
into poverty for those becoming poor and the
routes out of poverty for poor people become
the natural points of focus. Policies should aim to
prevent entries into poverty and support escapes
from poverty. To demonstrate the importance of
following a dynamic approach that considers the
length of time spent in poverty, we distinguish

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia

three groups of poor individuals and/or
households: the frequently/persistently poor; the
regularly poor; and the occasionally/temporarily
poor. Different poverty reduction policies are
called for in each case. Many of the frequently
poor—notably retirees and single parents with
young families—remain outside the labour market
for long periods. Changes to the level of social
security benefits are most likely to affect the
incomes of these groups. If instead the experience
of poverty is a one-off temporary affair, it is
important to ensure that there are mechanisms to
help tide people over, such as adequate social or
private insurance or savings that can be drawn on.
Clearly, getting the right mix of policies to address
frequent, regular and occasional poverty depends
on knowing the prevalence of different patterns
of poverty over time—that is, how individuals’
poverty trajectories differ.
Design of anti-poverty strategies also depends on
the relative prevalence of the different types of
circumstances and events that precipitate poverty
entries and exits. Obtaining employment is a key
route out of poverty for unemployed people.
However, for the low paid, an escape from poverty
might arise from an increase in wages for oneself
or one’s partner, both of which can occur either
through an increase in hourly pay or an increase
in hours worked. Similarly, a fall into poverty, or

11

a repeat spell of poverty, might be precipitated
by the loss of one’s own job, by the loss of one’s
partner’s job or by a family splitting up. Other
changes in household composition, such as the
death of a partner or the birth of a child, can also
affect a household’s income and disadvantage.
Clearly, knowing whether the routes into and
out of poverty mainly involve changes in labour
market activity (one’s own or one’s partner’s),
changes in household composition or other
factors is essential for policy design.
We also consider the roles of poverty ‘depth’ (for
those in poverty) and poverty ‘proximity’ (for
those not in poverty) in affecting subsequent
poverty trajectories. This is particularly valuable
for understanding income mobility around
the poverty line—for example, the extent to
which greater poverty depth (lower income) is
associated with a lower probability of escaping
poverty, and the extent to which being only just
above the poverty line puts one at greater risk of
falling into poverty.
Of further note is that, in undertaking the above
analysis, this research project also contributes
to the development and testing/implementation
of measures of poverty and its persistence that
should be used by the Australian Government
as part of its indicators to monitor poverty and
socio-economic disadvantage.
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1.2
Research on poverty in Australia

E

mpirical research on income poverty in
Australia dates back to the pioneering
work of researchers at the University of
Melbourne’s Institute of Applied Economic
and Social Research in the 1960s. In 1966, they
conducted a study of poverty in Melbourne,
results from which are reported in Henderson
et al. (1970). This landmark study, the first
of its kind in Australia, was influential in the
Whitlam Government’s decision in 1972 to
establish the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty
in Australia, led by the Institute’s Director,
Professor Henderson. The Commission’s findings
(Commission of Inquiry into Poverty in Australia,
1975) were arguably pivotal in the development
of the income support architecture that to a
significant extent persists to this day (Gregory,
2013), and the findings are also likely to have
helped pave the way for other economic, health
and social policy developments, such as the
establishment of Medicare.

There has since been considerable research on
income poverty in Australia, exploring many
aspects of its prevalence, nature, causes and
consequences. Saunders (2019) details much of
the current state of knowledge. However, there
has been little analysis of poverty dynamics
as experienced by individuals and households.
The absence of suitable data was the primary
explanation up until the early 2000s, when
the arrival of the HILDA Survey created new
opportunities.
Nonetheless, only a handful of studies have
drawn on the HILDA Survey to examine income
poverty dynamics. Headey et al. (2005) examine
the first three waves of the HILDA Survey
(2001 to 2003), describing the persistence and
recurrence of poverty over that limited threeyear period. Buddelmeyer and Verick (2008)
investigate the drivers of poverty dynamics
using the first five waves of the HILDA Survey,

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia

finding that education and employment protect
against persistent poverty, while disability and
living in regional and remote areas increase the
risk of persistent poverty. Rodgers and Rodgers
(2009) use the first six waves of the HILDA
Survey to examine the extent to which measures
of poverty from cross-sectional studies can
accurately identify people in chronic poverty,
finding that there is no substitute for longitudinal
data in identifying chronic poverty. Rodgers
and Rodgers (2010) characterise the extent
and nature of chronic and transitory poverty in
Australia using the first seven waves of the HILDA
Survey. Likewise, using the first seven waves of
the HILDA Survey, Rodgers (2010) investigates
the efficacy of the Australian public transfer
system in alleviating chronic poverty, finding that
64% of all transfers were received by people who
were, or would have been but for the transfers,
in chronic poverty, while 22% were received
by people in temporary poverty and 14% were
received by people who were not in poverty at all
absent the transfers.
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However, none of these studies examine the
period after 2007. Thus, compared with the
existing research on poverty dynamics, this
report provides considerably more contemporary
evidence, as well as evidence on poverty depth
and poverty dynamics over much longer timeframes than was possible with the earlier studies.
Moreover, this report investigates in substantially
more depth the drivers of poverty dynamics
than was undertaken by the only other study
to consider this issue (Buddelmeyer and Verick,
2008). To a significant extent, this simply reflects
the availability of much more data, allowing us
to identify the start and end dates of many more
poverty spells than was possible using only the
first five years of data.
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1.3
International studies of
poverty dynamics

I

nternational evidence on poverty dynamics in
developed countries has mainly arisen in recent
decades as the prevalence of household panel
studies has increased. Among the earlier studies
are: Stevens (1999), examining the US; Jenkins and
Rigg (2001), examining the UK; and Biewen (2006),
examining Germany. Cellini et al. (2008) summarise
the US research up to 2008, while Biewen (2014)
provides a good summary of the state of knowledge
until 2014. More recent studies include Giarda and
Moroni (2018) and Larrimore et al. (2020).
A consistent finding of this research is that a
considerable part of poverty measured in a single
period is transitory rather than persistent. Moreover,
the characteristics of the persistently poor are often
different from those of the currently poor. Studies
have found that low educational qualifications,
health problems and difficult living arrangements,
as well as typically unobserved characteristics, such
as low motivation, lack of skills and ‘unfavourable
attitudes’ are important to explaining persistent
poverty. Notably, lack of employment and a high
number of dependent children are often found to
strongly predict current (temporary) poverty, but
not persistent poverty.
Another theme of this literature—one we do not
explore in this report—is state dependence in
poverty, whereby being poor itself increases the
likelihood of remaining poor. Often described as
poverty traps, there is some evidence for their
existence, although it is difficult to disentangle
persistence due to state dependence from that due
to unobserved characteristics (such as motivation).

Poverty traps imply that reducing the number
of people entering poverty will also reduce the
number of people in persistent poverty—which, in
essence, says that prevention is better than cure:
policy measures required to extract someone from
poverty will generally need to be greater than those
required to keep them from entering poverty.
In terms of precipitators of poverty entries and
exits, evidence for OECD countries suggests
that entry into poverty is frequently associated
with changes in household structure, changes
in the number of workers in the household and
major declines in particular sources of income,
particularly drops in public transfers. The events
most often associated with poverty exits are
changes in household structure, followed by
major increases in income components and an
increase in the number of full-time workers in the
household. In Germany and the UK, a large share
of exits from poverty are found to be related to
increases in government transfers.
Cross-country comparisons suggest that the risk
of persistent poverty depends considerably on
the tax and transfer system. For example, the tax
and transfer system halves the risk in Germany
and the UK, but only marginally reduces it in
Canada and the US. Other policy domains broadly
found to be important in reducing poverty and
poverty persistence include promoting education,
employment and attachment to work, along with
policies that strengthen family and job stability
(such as child-care subsidies).

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia
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1.4
This report

W

e draw on 19 years of the HILDA
Survey data, spanning the period
2001 to 2019, to investigate poverty
dynamics. To a significant extent, our approach
follows Jenkins and Rigg (2001), who developed
and implemented a framework for the study
of poverty dynamics in the UK over the 1990s.
Specifically, we describe the extent and nature
of persistent poverty, the main events (or
‘routes’) associated with movements into and
out of poverty, and the determinants of the
lengths of poverty spells and ‘non-poverty’
spells. Bringing together these three aspects
of poverty dynamics, all based on a common
consistent set of definitions and measures, we
seek to provide a comprehensive description of
poverty dynamics in Australia.
An important feature of our analysis is detailed
consideration of the roles of location of
residence and proximity to the poverty line—that
is, for those in poverty, how far they are below
the poverty line, and for those not in poverty,
how far they are above the poverty line.1

The plan of the report is as follows. Section
2 describes the data and our measures of
poverty and poverty dynamics, while in Section
3 we briefly characterise income poverty in
Australia and its relationship to the broader
income distribution. The substantive analysis
of poverty dynamics is presented in Sections
4 to 6. Section 4 describes poverty dynamics
in Australia, showing the persistence of
poverty over alternative time-frames and how
persistence differs across different groups in
the community. Section 5 explores the roles of
various potential ‘triggers’ for poverty exit and
poverty entry, examining whether certain events
are associated with a greater likelihood of exiting
poverty for those who are in poverty and with a
greater likelihood of entering poverty for those
who are not in poverty. Section 6 undertakes a
comprehensive investigation of the drivers of
both poverty exit and poverty entry, drawing
on econometric techniques for analysing spell
durations to ascertain the relative roles of a
range of factors. Our conclusions are presented
in Section 7.

1. Aside from examining Australia rather than the UK, our main points of departure from Jenkins and Rigg (2001) are examination of a longer (and
more recent) time-frame (19 years versus nine years), consideration of the roles of location and proximity to the poverty line and study of a larger
number of ‘policy groups’ more relevant to the Australian context (e.g., Indigenous people).

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia:
Evidence from the HILDA Survey, 2001 to 2019

2.
Data and definitions
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2.1
The relevance of the HILDA
Survey for this study

T

he HILDA Survey is a uniquely suitable
data source for examining poverty
dynamics in Australia. This is because it
provides repeated observations over many years
on the same set of individuals. Respondents
provide information about their incomes and
many other personal and household socioeconomic characteristics, including their living
arrangements and labour market participation.
One can link changes in income (and thus
poverty) to changes in circumstances and a
variety of life events.
Having a lengthy panel of data (2001–2019)
has several advantages. First, this generates a
considerable number of observations on poverty
transitions, consequently reducing the ‘small cell
size’ problem for interesting sub-groups such as
single parents. Moreover, it allows us to observe
the incidence of long poverty spells (persistent
poverty), and also accurately describe and analyse
them, because both their start and end dates are
more likely to be observed.

The initial sample design and the subsequent
rules for following sample members ensure
that the data collected broadly maintain
representativeness of the Australian population
over time. Nonetheless, biases may be introduced
by potential differential non-response in the initial
interview wave in 2001, together with differential
attrition (sample drop-out) after the first interview.
The use of longitudinal sample weights used
throughout this report, where appropriate, is
the conventional way to mitigate against these
potential biases. More information about the
HILDA Survey, sample design, representativeness
and methods can be found in Watson (2012) and
Summerfield et al. (2020).2

2. One source of declining representativeness is not addressed by the longitudinal weights, which is the under-representation of immigrants arriving
in Australia after 2011. This was also an issue for the period up to 2010, but a general sample top-up in 2011 restored representativeness as of that year.
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2.2
Poverty measure

T

he definition of poverty used in this report
is based on income (see Box 1 for a brief
overview of the income-based approach
to measuring poverty and its limitations). Thus,
an individual is defined as poor if they have a
household income below a particular low-income
cut-off (the ‘poverty line’). There is no official
poverty line in Australia, but common practice in
poverty studies internationally is to set the poverty
line as a fixed percentage of the median income,
with 50% and 60% the most common choices of
threshold (e.g., Eurostat, 2020; OECD, 2015). This
definition of the poverty line produces a ‘relative
poverty’ measure because it is defined with
reference to the middle (median) income in the
contemporary income distribution.3 The poverty
line used for our analysis is 60% of median income.
Our measure of an individual’s income is
household annual equivalised disposable income.
Household annual disposable income is total
annual income of all household members after
receipt of government pensions and benefits and
after deduction of income taxes in the financial
year ended 30 June of the year of the survey
wave (e.g., 2001 in Wave 1). To produce household

annual equivalised disposable income, household
income is adjusted for the household’s ‘needs’
using the ‘modified OECD’ scale as proposed
by Hagenaars et al. (1994). Using this scale,
household income is divided by one plus 0.5 for
each additional household member after the first
aged 15 or more, plus 0.3 for each child aged
under 15. Thus, for example, household income
of a family of two adults and two children aged
under 15 is divided by 2.1.4 See Vera-Toscana and
Wilkins (2020) for a more detailed description of
the income measure.
While our core poverty definition is an
equivalised income less than 60% of the median
equivalised income, we also consider ‘depth’ of
poverty and ‘proximity’ to poverty by examining
alternative (lower and higher) thresholds. This is
particularly valuable for understanding income
mobility around the poverty line—for example,
the extent to which greater poverty depth is
associated with a lower probability of escaping
poverty, and the extent to which being only
just above the poverty line puts one at greater
risk of falling into poverty. Thus, we distinguish
individuals according to the following thresholds:

3. For a review of the issues surrounding the choice between relative and absolute measures of poverty, see the surveys in Callan and Nolan (1991),
Citro and Michael (1995) and Ruggles (1990).
4. As originally proposed, the modified OECD scale specifies that the lower 0.3 value used for children only applies to children aged under 14.
However, it has become common practice in Australia to use the cut-off of 15 (e.g., Bradbury et al., 2018).
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1. individuals whose household income is less
than 50% of the poverty line (very poor);
2. individuals whose household income is at least
50% but less than 75% of the poverty line
(moderately poor);
3. individuals whose household income is at least
75% but less than 100% of the poverty line
(mildly poor);
4. individuals whose household income is at least
100% of the poverty line but less than 125% of
the poverty line (very close to poor);
5. individuals whose household income is at least
125% of the poverty line but less than 150% of
the poverty line (moderately close to poor);
6. individuals whose household income is at least
150% of the poverty line but less than 175% of
the poverty line (mildly close to poor);
7. individuals whose household income is at least
175% of the poverty line (not poor).
The first three groups are in poverty, while the
last four groups are not. Note that those in the
highest-income group have incomes at least 5%
greater than the median income (and thus slightly
less than half of all people will be in this group).

Box 1: What do we mean by poverty?
Income poverty is a state or condition in
which the individual or household does
not meet a certain income threshold and
therefore lacks the financial resources
and essentials for a minimum standard of
living. Thus, low-income individuals and
households might, among other things, have
inadequate housing (or even be homeless),
inadequate nutrition and food insecurity,
lack of access to health care, unsafe
neighbourhoods and poorer educational
attainment. The incidence, depth, duration
and timing of income poverty all influence
the individual’s opportunities and quality of
life, along with community characteristics
and social networks.
While the income measure is relatively
easy to implement, widely used and indeed
widely accepted, it has significant limitations
that have motivated alternative approaches

to measuring poverty. Not all families with
incomes below the poverty line are poor—
for example, because they have significant
wealth—and not all individuals within those
families that are poor are themselves
experiencing poverty—for example, surveys
generally do not record the actions that
many parents, particularly mothers, take to
place the needs of others ahead of their own
(Corak, 2006; Saunders, 2015; Main, 2019).
The two most popular alternatives to
the income poverty approach applied
to developed countries are the material
deprivation approach and the social
exclusion approach. The deprivation
framework directly ascertains the living
standards achieved with the resources
available to an individual (Wilkins, 2016).
A person’s individual level of material
deprivation can be determined by the
number of essential items they do not have
because they cannot afford them. However,
when taking a multiple-indicator approach
to examine deprivation at a point in time,
there are difficult issues to resolve about
which indicators should be included in the
measure, and how the indicators should
be weighted in importance relative to each
other (McLachlan et al., 2013; Saunders et
al., 2022). These issues become even more
complex when one looks at changes in
deprivation over time.
The social exclusion approach goes beyond
poverty and material deprivation, being
concerned with ‘the lack or denial of
resources, rights, goods and services, and
the inability to participate in the normal
relationships and activities, available to the
majority of people in a society, whether
in economic, social, cultural or political
arenas. It affects both the quality of life of
individuals and the equity and cohesion
of society as a whole’ (Levitas et al., 2007,
p. 9). Again, measuring social exclusion is
challenging due to its multidimensional
nature and the lack of standard data sources
across countries and for all social groups at
highest risk of being left behind.
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2.3
Measures of poverty
dynamics: Longitudinal
poverty indicators

T

he longitudinal structure of the HILDA
Survey, combined with its rich details on
all household members, including their
incomes, facilitates in-depth examination of the
dynamics of poverty, including how persistent
poverty is and the groups in the community for
whom persistence is greatest.

When summarising patterns of poverty
experienced by individuals over time, there are
different features to consider, including the timing
of the movements into and out of poverty, and
the extent and pattern of poverty spells and their
repetitions.5 This includes determining the timeframe over which poverty dynamics are examined.
There are advantages and disadvantages of
longer time-frames, or observation windows,
compared with shorter observation windows.
A relatively long observation window better
enables us to judge whether, for example, a
short spell of poverty represents a temporary
phenomenon or whether it forms part of a
pattern of more long-term poverty. However,
the longer the observation window, the greater

the risk that the sample of individuals for whom
all the required years of data are available may
be less representative than the samples with
data available for shorter windows. For example,
people born after the commencement of the
observation window and people who die before
the end of the window will be excluded, and
thus more people are excluded for this reason
the longer is the observation window.6 A further
disadvantage of longer windows is that they
reduce the ability to examine how poverty
dynamics have changed over time—for example,
whether poverty persistence has increased
or decreased.
Given these advantages and disadvantages, we
therefore examine longitudinal poverty over
three observation window lengths: four years,
10 years and 19 years (the entire HILDA Survey
period). The four-year window requires data
for individuals with incomes observed in four
consecutive interviews, the 10-year window
requires data for 10 consecutive waves, while the
19-year window requires data for all 19 waves.

5. When examining poverty spells, it is important to note that the start dates and end dates are not observed for all poverty spells. Some spells
will have commenced prior to the first year of the survey (‘left-censored’ spells) and some spells will still be in progress after the last year of data
available in the survey (‘right-censored’ spells). This means that completed spell lengths cannot always be determined directly. Statistical estimation
techniques of event history analysis are used to handle this problem; we make use of these techniques in Section 6.
6. It is also possible that sample attrition (dropping out of the survey) is greater among low-income individuals, possibly leading to greater underestimation of poverty persistence the longer the observation window.

22

Breaking Down Barriers Report Series

The four-year window (Indicator 1) provides
information on short-term poverty dynamics
and allows us to examine how dynamics have
changed since 2001. The 10-year window
(Indicator 2) is just over half the entire length of
the current HILDA Survey. Compared to the fouryear window, it provides a better opportunity to
observe more complex longer-term patterns of
poverty, while still permitting some consideration
of how longer-term persistence has changed.
The 19-year window (Indicator 3) is the longest
possible observation window currently available
in the HILDA Survey.
The specific longitudinal poverty measures for
each observation window length are as follows.
Indicator 1: Number of times poor in a
four-year window
We classify individuals into four categories
as follows.
1. Never poor: not in poverty in any of the
four years.
2. Poor once: in poverty in one of the four years.
3. Poor twice: in poverty in two of the four years.
4. Persistently poor: in poverty in three or four of
the four years.
Indicator 1 is calculated by pooling the
information for all 16 of the possible four-year
observation windows that could be constructed
using the 19 waves of data (2001 to 2004, 2002
to 2005, …, 2016 to 2019). Therefore, these
analyses provide a picture of an ‘average’ fouryear period for the first 19 years of this century.
Indicator 2: Poverty patterns over a 10-year
window
Similar to Indicator 1, we classify individuals into
four categories as follows.
1. Never poor: not in poverty in any of the 10
years.
2. Occasionally poor: in poverty in one or two years.
3. Recurrently poor: in poverty for three, four or
five years.
4. Persistently poor: in poverty in six or more years.

Similar to Indicator 1, Indicator 2 is calculated by
pooling the information for all 10 of the possible
10-year observation windows that could be
constructed using the 19 waves of data (2001 to
2010, 2002 to 2011, …, 2010 to 2019). Therefore,
these analyses provide a picture of an ‘average’ 10year period for the first 19 years of this century.
Indicator 3: Poverty patterns over a 19-year
window
Here, we adopt the following four categories.
1. Never poor: not in poverty in any of the 19 years.
2. Occasionally poor: in poverty in one, two or
three years.
3. Recurrently poor: in poverty in at least four
years but no more than nine years.
4. Persistently poor: in poverty in 10 or more years.
Note that the categories for all three indicators
are broadly analogous, the first category
corresponding to no experience of poverty, and
the fourth category corresponding to experience
of poverty in a majority of the years. Further,
the second and third categories correspond to
approximately the same proportions of years in
poverty for Indicators 2 and 3—specifically, no
more than 20% for the second category, and
more than 20% but no more than 50% for the
third category.
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3.
Income distribution
and income
mobility
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T

able 1 provides the distribution of
individuals across the seven categories
defined in Section 2.2 that will help us
identify the depth of poverty of those below the
poverty line and proximity to poverty of those
above the poverty line. The reported figures are
obtained by pooling the 19 years available in the
HILDA Survey and constructing the appropriate
weighted average values.

The table shows that, on average, over the 2001 to
2019 period, 18.1% of people fell below the poverty
line,7 while a further 11.8% of the population was
very close to being in poverty. The very poor,
defined as those with income less than half the
poverty line, on average constituted 2.3% of the
population over the 2001 to 2019 period. At the
upper end, 46.2% of people have an income at
least 75% greater than the poverty line.

The picture presented in Table 1 is static, in that
it only reports the average proportions in the
various income categories over the 19 years.
It does not provide any information about
movements into and out of the various income
categories and, in particular, the movements into
and out of the low-income categories during
this time. To investigate this, Table 2 presents
estimates of the probabilities of movement
between income groups over the 19 years. The
table is generated from the matrix of transitions
from an income category in one period to the
next. Thus, each row represents an income
group for an initial year, while each column
represents an income group for the subsequent
year, with each cell the proportion on average
that ‘moves’ from the initial income group to
another income group from one year to the next.

Table 1. Distribution of individuals across income groups defined relative to the poverty line (%)
Household income is less than 50% of the poverty line (very poor)

2.3

Household income is at least 50% but less than 75% of the poverty line (moderately poor)

5.0

Household income is at least 75% but less than 100% of the poverty line (mildly poor)

10.8

Household income is at least 100% of the poverty line but less than 125% of the poverty line (very
close to poor)

11.8

Household income is at least 125% of the poverty line but less than 150% of the poverty line
(moderately close to poor)

12.1

Household income is at least 150% of the poverty line but less than 175% of the poverty line (mildly
close to poor)

11.8

Household income is at least 175% of the poverty line (not poor)

46.2

Total

100.0

Notes for Table 1: The table presents the average distribution over all 19 waves (2001 to 2019).

Table 2. Income group transitions from one year to the next, by initial income group (%)
Income group in the
initial year

Income group in the following year
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Total

1

23.9

21.4

20.2

11.6

7.6

5.1

10.2

100.0

2

8.9

35.5

30.4

11.9

5.8

3.0

4.5

100.0

3

4.3

14.2

46.5

19.2

8.1

3.6

4.1

100.0

4

2.6

5.6

17.9

37.6

20.3

8.1

7.9

100.0

5

1.7

2.6

7.0

18.7

35.2

19.5

15.3

100.0

6

1.3

1.7

3.5

8.1

19.2

32.6

33.6

100.0

7

0.8

0.7

1.2

2.4

4.1

8.3

82.4

100.0

Notes for Table 2: Groups are as defined in Section 2.2. Transitions are averages over the 2001 to 2019 period.
7. These results are consistent with those obtained using census data (Payne and Samarage, 2020) where the average community level poverty
rate in 2006 and 2011 is 17%. (Notice, however, that the poverty line there is based on gross (pre-tax) income, not the disposable (post-tax) income
measure adopted in this report.)

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia

Hence, for example, of the individuals who were
in the highest income group in one year, 82.4%
were still in this income group in the next year.
Of those in this category, 8.3% moved down
one income group and 4.1% moved down two
income groups, while 0.8% moved down to the
lowest income category. The estimates in bold on
the main diagonal give the average proportion
of individuals who remain in the same income
group from one year to the next. Persistence is
highest for the top income group, reflecting the
large income range spanned by this group (which
accounts for approximately 46% of all people).
Of some reassurance is that the lowest income
group has the highest mobility, although most
of those in this group in one year remain poor in
the next year. More generally, while superficially
there appears to be a reasonable degree of
income mobility in all but the top income group,
the majority of this mobility is short-range. Thus,
for the lowest income category, while over 76%
of individuals move up, more than half of those
(21.4% + 20.2%) remain below the poverty line,
and a further 11.6% (15% of those who move up)
only move to within 125% of the poverty line. For
all income groups, the most likely move is to an
adjacent income group. Notable, however, is that
10.2% of those in the bottom income group move
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up to the highest income category in the next
year, a rate that is over double that for the two
other income groups below the poverty line. This
seems likely to be substantially driven by business
owners, who may have very low—even negative—
incomes in one year, but then very good incomes
in the next year.
Interestingly, of the three initial income groups
below the poverty line, those in the second group
are the least likely to exit poverty from one year
to the next: 25.2% exit poverty, compared with
approximately 35% for both the bottom and
third-bottom income groups. The reasons for
this are unclear, but the higher rate of exit for
the bottom income group may reflect the same
phenomenon suggested in respect to the high
rate of movement into the top income group—
that is, it possibly reflects income volatility of
business owners.
The overall picture presented by Table 2 is
consistent with the findings of Jarvis and Jenkins
(1998) in respect to income mobility in Britain.
They report that, throughout all income ranges,
there was much mobility from one year to the
next, but most of it involved relatively small
changes in location in the income distribution.
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3.1
Characteristics of those
in poverty

T

able 3 provides population estimates by
poverty status disaggregated by various
socio-economics characteristics. First,
individuals are classified into the following eight
family types: (1) non-elderly couples, defined
to be couples (married or de facto) without
dependent children8 with at least one member
of the couple under 65 years of age; (2) couples
with at least one dependent child living with
them; (3) single parents living with at least one
dependent child; (4) non-elderly single males
(under 65 years of age); (5) non-elderly single
females; (6) older couples, where both people
are over 65 years of age; (7) older single males
(aged 65 and over); and (8) older single females.
Note that some households will contain multiple
‘families’. For example, a household containing a
non-elderly couple living with a non-dependent
son will contain a non-elderly couple family
and a non-elderly single male. Both of these
families will, of course, have the same household
equivalised income. Also note that, to be
classified as having dependent children, the
children must live with the parent or guardian at
least 50% of the time. Consequently, individuals

with dependent children who reside with them
less than 50% of the time will not be classified as
having resident dependent children. See Wilkins
(2016) for an analysis of parents in this situation.
Second, ‘working-age’ families, defined as families
with at least one member aged 18 to 64, are
classified into one of the following nine family
labour force status categories: (1) single, employed
full-time (EFT); (2) single, employed part-time
(EPT); (3) single, not employed (NE); (4) couple,
both EFT; (5) couple, one EFT and one EPT; (6)
couple, one EFT and one NE; (7) couple, both
EPT; (8) couple, one EPT and one NE; and (9)
couple, both NE. Thus, we exclude those in the
‘older couple’ and ‘single older male/female’ family
types. Note that we are still examining poverty
status based on household income and that some
households will have more than one ‘family’.
Comparing across family types, the upper panel
of Table 3 shows older men and women are
over-represented among those in poverty, with
people in older couples accounting for 15.9% of
those in poverty and 5.1% of those not in poverty,
older single men accounting for 3.6% of those in
poverty and 0.9% of those not in poverty, and

8. The definition of a dependent child used in this report is based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) approach (see ABS, 1995). According
to this definition, a dependent child is: (1) any child under 15 years of age; or (2) a child aged 15 to 24 who is engaged in full-time study, living with
one or both parents, not living with a partner, and who does not have a resident child of their own. Note that the definition of a child is based on
social rather than biological parenthood, and that, in couple families, it is sufficient to be a child of only one member of the couple.
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Table 3. Socio-economic characteristics by poverty statusa
In poverty

b

Not in poverty

Family type (%)
Non-elderly couples

12.5

21.2

Couple with dependent children

25.2

45.7

Single-parent

14.1

6.5

Single non-elderly male

10.6

11.0

Single non-elderly female

8.7

7.7

Older couple

15.9

5.1

Single older male

3.6

0.9

Single older female

9.4

1.9

100.0

100.0

74,503

309,678

Total
Sample size for family types (all 19 years)
Family labour force status–Working-age families (%)
Single, EFT

5.8

15.1

Single, EPT

8.5

5.4

Single, NE

31.6

5.2

Couple, both EFT

2.6

19.3

Couple, one EFT and one EPT

5.4

22.5

Couple, one EFT and one NE

12.3

20.1

Couple, both EPT

2.3

1.9

Couple, one EPT and one NE

7.8

5.0

23.9

5.6

Couple, both NE
Total

100.0

100.0

Sample size for working-age families (all 19 years)

52,229

280,690

a

b

Notes for Table 3: Average characteristics of the Australian population over all 19 years. Household equivalised disposable
income less than 60% of median income. EFT—employed full-time; EPT—employed part-time; NE—not employed.

older women accounting for 9.4% of those in
poverty and 1.9% of those not in poverty. People
in single-parent families are also over-represented
among those in poverty, accounting for 14.1%
of those in poverty compared with only 6.5% of
those not in poverty. Non-elderly couples and
couples with dependent children are the least
likely to be in poverty.
Focusing on working-age families and examining
family labour force status, the lower panel
of Table 3 shows that poverty is very much
associated with non-employment.9

Non-employed single people (with or without
dependent children) account for 31.6% of people
in poverty and only 5.2% of people not in poverty,
while non-employed couples account for 23.9%
of people in poverty, compared with only 5.6% of
people not in poverty. Part-time employment is
also associated with an elevated risk of poverty,
particularly for single people and for couples in
which one partner is employed part-time and the
other partner is not employed.

9. Labour force status is evaluated at the time of interview, whereas poverty status is based on income received in the previous
financial year. Thus, for example, a couple who were both employed full-time at the time of interview may nonetheless be
classified as in poverty if they were not employed full-time for the whole of the previous financial year (and consequently had
a low annual income).
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Poverty persistence
in Australia
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M

uch of the existing poverty research in
Australia has relied on cross-sectional
data that do not allow investigation of the
important questions of who is persistently (or
recurrently) in poverty and the factors keeping
them in poverty. The HILDA Survey provides an
opportunity to investigate poverty dynamics
in-depth. This section provides a detailed picture
of persistent poverty in Australia using the 19
years of data available. In particular, we focus on
the prevalence of persistent poverty (relative to
short-term poverty) and the groups most prone
to persistent poverty.

Table 4 summarises the distribution of the
population according to the categories defined
for each of our three longitudinal poverty
indicators. The estimates for the population
as a whole are reported in column 1. The other
columns provide the distributions for subgroups based on sex and age (as at the start of
the observation window): (1) children (all aged
under 18); (2) men aged 18 to 64; (3) women
aged 18 to 64; (4) men aged 65 and over; and
(5) women aged 65 and over.

Table 4. Poverty persistence over alternative observation windows, by person type* (%)
All persons

Children
(aged under
18)

Men aged
18 to 64

Women
aged 18
to 64

Men aged
65 and over

Women
aged 65
and over

18.2

16.8

12.5

14.5

39.8

45.5

Never poor

67.8

67.3

75.9

72.0

40.0

33.8

1 year

12.1

13.5

10.9

11.4

14.4

13.8

a

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

Poverty pattern

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

2 years

6.7

7.5

5.4

6.2

9.7

10.2

3 or 4 years

13.4

11.7

7.8

10.4

35.9

42.2

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

54.8

52.1

63.5

58.3

22.5

16.3

Occasionally poor

20.0

22.5

18.8

19.6

19.4

16.5

Recurrently poor

11.8

14.5

9.6

10.4

16.7

17.4

Persistently poor

13.4

10.8

8.1

11.6

41.4

49.8

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

40.4

36.7

47.9

41.2

10.1

5.2

Occasionally poor

28.5

32.6

27.7

27.7

18.3

12.9

Recurrently poor

17.7

21.6

14.7

16.3

25.1

23.9

Persistently poor
Total

a

13.4

9.1

9.7

14.8

46.5

58.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

b

c

Notes for Table 4: Number of observations: 384,180. Number of observations: 260,274 (in 16 four-year windows). Number of
d
observations: 113,599 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window). *Age is as at the start of
the observation window.
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According to the simple four-year poverty count
from Indicator 1, 13.4% of people experience
persistent poverty over a four-year period—that
is, are poor in at least three of the four years. At
the other extreme, more than two-thirds (67.8%)
of the population is never poor in any given fouryear period. The remaining 18.8% are poor in one
year (12.1%) or two years (6.7%). The corollary
of this finding is that considerably more people
experience poverty over a four-year period than
are in poverty in any given year: on average, in
any given year 18.2% of people are below the
60% of median income poverty threshold, but
32.2% of people have at least some experience
of poverty over a four-year time-frame.
Extending the window of observation from
four years to 10 (Indicator 2), we see a smaller
proportion of people (54.8%) completely avoid
poverty, although the proportion in poverty for
the majority of the window remains at 13.4%,
with all the increase in poverty experience
occurring in the middle two categories. Indeed,
the table shows that, over a 10-year period,
nearly one-third of the population experiences
between one and five years of poverty.
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Examining the full 19-year period spanned
by the HILDA Survey, the changes in poverty
persistence measures are of the same nature as
moving from the four-year window to the 10year window. The proportion in poverty in the
majority of years remains unchanged, at 13.4%,
while the proportion completely avoiding poverty
falls to 40.4%. Again, all the increase in poverty
experience is in the middle two categories,
such that 46.2% of the population experienced
between one and nine years of poverty.
Comparisons across the demographic groups
distinguished in the table show that people
aged over 65, and particularly women in this
age range, are much more prone to persistent
poverty. Men aged 18 to 64 are the least prone
to persistent poverty among the demographic
groups distinguished in the table, followed by
children aged under 18 and women aged 18 to
64. Note, however, that over the 19-year timeframe, those children initially aged under 18
actually have lower poverty persistence than
both men and women aged 18 to 64, reflecting
the fact that most of them will move into selfsufficiency over the 19-year period.
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4.1
Age

T

able 5 provides breakdowns of the poverty
persistence measures by age group (where
age is that at the beginning of the relevant
observation window). Consistent with the more
aggregated evidence in Table 4, Table 5 shows
that, on all three indicators, the risk of persistent
poverty is higher among the elderly than it
is among younger age groups. For example,
almost half (47.8%) of those aged 75 and over at
the start of a four-year window are persistently
poor. This rate is nearly four times higher than
that for the population as a whole (reported in
Table 4 and equal to 13.4%). Persistent poverty is
also common among people aged 60 to 74.

Over the four-year time-frame, those aged 26
to 49 have the lowest rate of persistent poverty
among the age groups distinguished in Table 5.
However, increasing the observation window to
10 years sees the 16 to 25 age group have the
lowest rate of persistent poverty, while moving
to the 19-year window sees the 10 to 15 age
group have the lowest rate of persistent poverty.
That said, over all three time-frames, those in the
26 to 49 age group are the most likely to never
experience poverty.

Table 5. Poverty persistence by age group at the beginning of the observation window (%)
0-4

5-9

10-15

16-25

26-49

50-59

60-74

75+

16.4

17.4

16.2

16.1

11.4

13.8

30.9

51.7

Never poor

69.2

69.0

67.2

67.7

77.7

73.8

48.2

28.3

1 year

12.9

12.5

13.6

15.0

10.2

9.7

14.7

13.1

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

a

Poverty pattern

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

2 years

6.7

6.7

7.6

8.5

4.9

5.8

9.1

10.8

3 or 4 years

11.2

11.8

11.7

8.9

7.3

10.8

28.0

47.8

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

58.1

55.6

46.0

57.8

66.6

55.2

26.8

12.6

Occasionally poor

18.1

21.0

26.0

24.6

17.2

18.7

21.5

16.1

Recurrently poor

12.2

11.9

17.3

11.6

8.6

11.7

17.3

15.7

Persistently poor

11.6

11.5

10.6

6.0

7.6

14.4

34.5

55.5
100.0

Total

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

Total

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

37.5

36.0

36.2

44.3

52.5

26.2

10.8

–

Occasionally poor

33.4

32.2

31.0

37.2

25.5

29.1

17.8

–

Recurrently poor

17.1

22.0

26.1

11.8

13.9

23.2

24.8

–

Persistently poor
Total

a

12.0

9.8

6.7

6.7

8.1

21.4

46.6

–

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

–

b

c

Notes for Table 5: Number of observations: 384,180. Number of observations: 260,274 (in 16 four-year windows). Number
d
of observations: 113,599 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window). Estimates for the
19-year timeframe are not presented for those aged 75 and over at the start of the observation window due to small sample size
(noting that these individuals are all aged 94 or more at the end of the observation window).
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4.2
Family type

T

able 6 provides the breakdown of poverty
persistence by family type, using the same
classification as in Table 3. Consistent with
Table 5, older people, whether partnered or single,
have the highest rates of persistent poverty, but it
is also clear that, among older people, it is single
women who are most vulnerable to persistent
poverty. Over a four-year window, 48.2% of single
older women are in poverty in at least three years,
compared with 37.9% of older couples and 42.7%
of older men. It should be noted that the income
poverty measure does not take into account
wealth and, in particular, home ownership, which
provides additional income in the form of ‘housing

services’. Income poverty rates for retirees
therefore overstate their disadvantage. Adding
‘imputed rent’ from owner-occupied housing is
an approach to address this issue, although in
principle imputed rents from other assets, such as
vehicles and holiday homes, should also be added.
Non-elderly couples, with or without dependent
children, have the lowest rates of persistent
poverty, which is consistent with their relatively
low cross-sectional poverty rates. Among the
working-age family types, single-parent families
stand out as experiencing high rates of persistent
poverty, although not as high as elderly people.

Table 6. Poverty persistence by family type (%)

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

a

Nonelderly
couple

Couple
with
dependent
children

Singleparent

Single
nonelderly
male

Single
nonelderly
female

Older
couple

Single
older
male

Single
older
female

11.5

10.9

32.6

17.7

20.0

40.8

47.4

52.0

76.0

76.5

46.5

69.0

64.8

36.7

35.1

30.3

Poverty pattern
Never poor

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

1 year

9.8

11.1

17.9

13.5

12.9

15.1

13.1

11.7

2 years

5.3

5.1

13.0

6.9

7.7

10.3

9.1

9.8

3 or 4 years

8.9

7.3

22.7

10.6

14.6

37.9

42.7

48.2

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

58.4

63.4

34.2

56.9

52.0

17.3

19.5

15.2

Occasionally poor

19.1

19.4

23.8

21.8

21.9

19.0

14.9

13.2

Recurrently poor

10.1

10.2

21.0

11.9

10.9

17.3

18.9

15.3

Persistently poor

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

12.4

7.0

20.9

9.4

15.1

46.4

46.8

56.2

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

35.8

47.6

24.0

44.5

37.9

5.1

13.7

4.6

Occasionally poor

28.1

30.0

26.8

29.4

28.4

16.5

10.5

6.6

Recurrently poor

18.2

15.3

31.6

15.3

15.8

28.4

22.8

16.5

Persistently poor

17.9

7.1

17.6

10.8

17.9

50.0

53.0

72.3

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

a

b

c

Notes for Table 6: Number of observations: 384,180. Number of observations: 260,274 (in 16 four-year windows). Number of
d
observations: 113,599 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window).
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4.3
Family labour force status
among working-age families

Table 7. Poverty persistence by family labour force status—Working-age families (%)

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

a

Single,
EFT

Single,
EPT

Single,
NE

Couple,
both
EFT

Couple,
one
EFT
& one
EPT

Couple,
one
EFT
& one
NE

Couple,
both
EPT

Couple
one
EPT
& one
NE

Couple,
both
NE

6.1

21.2

51.1

2.3

3.9

9.5

17.1

21.4

42.2

Poverty pattern

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

Never poor

83.5

57.4

26.1

92.0

87.3

75.6

65.5

59.0

34.7

1 year

10.9

20.9

16.9

5.1

8.5

13.6

15.2

15.6

15.3

2 years

3.6

11.5

15.9

2.0

2.6

5.6

9.4

10.1

13.1

3 or 4 years

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

1.9

10.2

41.1

0.9

1.7

5.2

10.0

15.3

36.9

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

68.5

44.8

15.1

77.9

73.0

60.0

47.0

45.8

23.5

Occasionally poor

21.0

28.2

21.2

15.9

18.6

22.4

24.9

20.0

17.6
20.4

Recurrently poor

7.9

16.8

24.3

4.9

6.2

12.0

15.9

16.3

Persistently poor

2.6

10.2

39.4

1.3

2.2

5.6

12.1

18.0

38.5

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0
10.6

Never poor

53.0

39.3

7.8

57.8

53.6

40.9

33.7

35.9

Occasionally poor

27.8

36.3

23.4

26.5

30.8

36.4

31.2

25.9

17.0

Recurrently poor

14.6

16.6

32.9

13.0

11.0

16.7

20.1

24.1

28.2

Persistently poor

4.5

7.7

36.0

2.7

4.6

6.0

15.0

14.0

44.2

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

a

b

c

Notes for Table 7: Number of observations: 332,208. Number of observations: 229,193 (in 16 four-year windows). Number of
d
observations: 103,649 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 7,646 (in one 19-year window). EFT—employed fulltime; EPT—employed part-time; NE—not employed.

B

reakdowns by family labour status in
the first year of the observation window
are provided in Table 7 for people living
in working-age families. This classification
graphically demonstrates the strong association
between (lack of) work and the risk of not only
poverty at a point in time, but also persistent
poverty. The associations are very strong, despite
the fact that family labour force status is only
evaluated in the first year of the observation
window. For example, over all three observation
windows, approximately 40% of individuals in
working-age families with no one employed (in
the initial year) are in persistent poverty. This
applies to both singles and couples.

For all three observation windows, persistent
poverty is also relatively common in families
with one or more members employed if no-one
is employed full-time. In most cases, the rate
of persistent poverty is approximately 10% for
singles (with or without children) employed
part-time, and approximately 15% for couples
(again, with or without children) where one or
both are employed part-time (and neither is
employed full-time).
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4.4
Groups of particular
‘policy interest’

W

e now consider the risk of persistent
poverty among the seven groups
in the community likely to be of
particular policy interest due to characteristics or
circumstances that make them economically (and
more generally) vulnerable. (This is in addition
to vulnerable groups already examined, such as
single-parent families and elderly people.) The
seven ‘policy interest’ groups are as follows.
1. Indigenous people: Among people born in
Australia, in this report Indigenous people are
those who self-identify as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander.
2. People with a moderate or severe disability who
live in working-age families: The International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health (ICF), produced by the World Health
Organization, defines disability as an umbrella
term for impairments, activity limitations
and participation restrictions. It denotes the
negative aspects of the interaction between an
individual’s health conditions and the various
contextual (environmental and personal)
factors of that individual. In this report, a person
is defined as having a disability if they have
any long-term health condition, impairment or
disability that restricts the amount or type of
work the individual can do, which has lasted, or
is expected to last, more than six months. This is
an ‘operational’ definition of disability that is very
similar to that used in many household surveys,
such as the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)
Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers.
3. People in poor general health who live in
working-age families: The SF-36 measure10 of
general health is used to identify individuals
in poor general health. The measure produces
a score potentially ranging from 0 to 100. An
indicator variable is created for poor general
health. There is no universally accepted
threshold score for defining poor general

health, but for the purposes of this report,
poor general health is defined as a score
less than or equal to 37, on the basis that
approximately 10% of the population is at or
below this threshold.
4. People in poor mental health who live in
working-age families: As with our general
health measure, the SF-36 measure of mental
health is used in this report to identify those
individuals in poor mental health. Similar to
our approach for general health, poor mental
health is defined as a score less than or equal
to 52 on the 0–100 scale, on the basis that
approximately 10% of the population is at or
below this threshold.
5. Unemployed people: A person is classified as
unemployed if that person is not employed,
had actively looked for work at any time in the
four weeks preceding the interview, and was
available to start work in the week preceding
the interview; or if that person was waiting
to start a new job within four weeks from the
date of interview and could have started in the
week preceding the interview if the job had
been available.
6. Underemployed workers: These are employed
people working fewer than 35 hours per
week who report they would prefer to work
more hours.
7. Low-paid employees: Consistent with previous
literature (e.g., Cappellari and Jenkins, 2008),
we define low-paid employees as employees
aged 21 or over earning less than two-thirds
of the median hourly wage and less than
two-thirds of the median weekly wage
in their main job, where the medians are
evaluated over all employees aged 21 and
over. Comparisons are always with the
contemporary (same year) medians.

10. The SF-36 Health Survey is a 36-item questionnaire that is intended to measure health outcomes (functioning and wellbeing) from a patient
point of view. It was specifically developed as an instrument to be completed by patients or the general public rather than by medical practitioners,
and is widely regarded as one of the most valid instruments of its type. See <http://www.sf–36.org/> for further details.

38

Breaking Down Barriers Report Series

Group membership is based on whether the
criteria are met in the first year of the relevant
observation window. Thus, for example,
underemployed workers comprise those who
were underemployed in the first year, regardless
of whether they remain underemployed in
subsequent years within the observation
window. Note also that these are not mutually
exclusive groups. An individual can be in more
than one group, and in principle can be in as
many as six of the seven groups.
Due to sample size limitations, as well as the
transitory nature of membership of some groups
(such as the unemployed and underemployed),
for this analysis we focus on the four-year and
10-year windows.
Results are presented in Table 8. All groups other
than the underemployed have higher rates of
persistent poverty than the general population,
over both four-year and 10-year time-frames.
Indigenous people have the highest rates, with
27.9% persistently poor over a four-year timeframe and 25.8% persistently poor over a 10-year
time-frame. Those unemployed in the initial year
of the window also have high rates of persistent
poverty, only slightly below those of Indigenous
people, while people with a disability also have

quite high poverty persistence. Poor general
health and mental health is associated with only
a slight increase in persistent poverty, as is being
a low-paid employee in the initial year of the
observation window.
It is interesting to compare the rate of persistent
poverty with the proportion of the group in
poverty in any given year (bottom panel of
Table 8). This ratio is very high for people with
a disability, and quite high for people in poor
general health or poor mental health, particularly
over a 10-year time-frame. By contrast, it is low
for the underemployed. Thus, for those with a
disability or in poor health who enter poverty, it
is more likely to be a persistent phenomenon; by
contrast, for the underemployed who experience
poverty, it is much more likely to be a transitory
or temporary phenomenon. Interestingly, while
the ratio of persistent poverty to cross-sectional
poverty for low-paid employees is quite low over
a four-year time-frame, it is relatively high over
the 10-year period. Thus, while in the short-term
the low paid are relatively less likely to remain
in poverty, over the longer-term they are more
vulnerable to persistent poverty, indicating they
are more susceptible to poverty re-entry over
this longer-term than other groups.

Table 8. Poverty persistence of ‘policy interest’ groups (%)
Indigenous

Disability

Poor
general
health

Poor
mental
health

Unemployed

Underemployed

Low-paid
employee

All
persons

35.5
(7,513)

27.4
(43,695)

22.8
(45,422)

21.3
(55,415)

33.6
(10,315)

16.3
(19,917)

24.8
(3,320)

18.2

Never poor

46.6

55.3

61.4

62.9

44.8

65.6

55.3

67.8

1 year

14.0

13.6

12.4

13.0

18.5

17.0

17.3

12.1

2 years

11.5

9.1

8.3

8.2

12.3

9.2

11.7

6.7

Average proportion poor
a
each year
Indicator

Indicator
1: 4-year
b
window

Poverty pattern

3 or 4 years

27.9

22.0

17.9

16.0

24.3

8.3

15.7

13.4

100.0
(4,448)

100.0
(30,471)

100.0
(28,893)

100.0
(34,916)

100.0
(6,444)

100.0
(13,246)

100.0
(2,222)

100.0

Never poor

37.7

41.7

49.0

50.2

33.0

52.7

40.7

54.8

Occasionally poor

18.3

19.1

18.6

19.4

23.9

25.3

22.3

20.0

Recurrently poor

18.2

14.7

12.7

12.9

19.1

14.0

18.6

11.8

Total

Indicator
2: 10-year
c
window

Persistently poor

25.8

24.5

19.7

17.5

24.0

8.0

18.4

13.4

100.0
(1,619)

100.0
(14,251)

100.0
(11,994)

100.0
(14,249)

100.0
(2,470)

100.0
(5,588)

100.0
(1,092)

100.0

4-year window

78.6

80.3

78.5

75.1

72.3

50.9

63.3

73.6

10-year window

72.7

89.4

86.4

82.2

71.4

49.1

74.2

73.6

Total
Persistent
poverty
relative to
average
poverty
rate

a

Notes for Table 8: For the different policy groups, sample sizes are provided in brackets.
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4.5
Location of residence

P

ublic discourse emphasises the role of
‘place’ in determining economic outcomes.
We therefore consider the role of location
by first characterising the location of residence
by the population density of the region, and
by second characterising the relative socioeconomic ‘rank’ of the location of residence as
measured by decile of the ABS Socio-Economic
Index For Areas (SEIFA) measure of socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage.11
Based on the ABS Australian Standard
Geographical Classification 2011 ‘Section of
State’ (ABS, 2011), three levels of population
density are distinguished: major urban (cities
with populations of 100,000 or more); nonmajor urban (towns and cities with populations
of 1,000 to 99,999); and non-urban regions
(towns with populations of less than 1,000, and
rural and remote areas). The HILDA Survey data
show that, in 2019, approximately 65% of the
population resided in major urban areas, 20%
resided in other urban areas and 15% resided in
non-urban areas.

As with other characteristics considered in this
section of the report, location of residence is
evaluated in the first year of the observation
window. Thus, people may not be in the region
to which they are assigned for the entire
observation window, particularly over the 10and 19-year time-frames.
Despite the potential for people to move
between regions, there are substantial
differences in poverty persistence by initial
region of residence, even over a 19-year timeframe. Results presented in Table 9 show that
individuals living in non-urban regions are the
most likely of the three region types to be
persistently poor, while individuals living in
major urban regions are the least likely to be
persistently poor. That said, it should be noted
that housing costs tend to be higher in major
urban regions, which is not taken into account
by our poverty measure. (On the other hand,
other costs may be higher in other regions,
particularly in non-urban regions.)

11. Note that the clustered sample design and limited sample size (compared with the census, for example) mean it is not possible to use HILDA to
examine specific small geographic areas (such as at the Statistical Areas Level 1 (SA1) level). It is possible, however, to examine how characteristics
of the location of residence are associated with poverty and poverty dynamics. We have focused on population density and the SEIFA measure of
socio-economic advantage/disadvantage, but potentially other characteristics, such as the local unemployment rate, local crime rate or accessibility
of services (health care, education, public transport, etc.) could be examined. However, these characteristics are not currently in the HILDA Survey
data and we would therefore need to obtain external data and merge it with the HILDA Survey data.
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Table 9. Poverty persistence by region of residence (%)
Major urban

Non-major urban

Non-urban regions

15.7

23.0

26.2

71.7

60.4

55.6

1 year

11.1

13.9

15.1

2 years

5.9

8.5

9.5

a

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

Poverty pattern
Never poor

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

3 or 4 years

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

11.3

17.3

19.7

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

59.6

45.4

41.2

Occasionally poor

18.9

21.8

23.6

Recurrently poor

10.0

15.7

16.6

Persistently poor

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

11.6

17.0

18.7

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

45.6

31.2

25.8

Occasionally poor

27.2

30.1

33.2

Recurrently poor

15.7

21.9

22.3

Persistently poor

11.5

16.7

18.7

100.0

100.0

100.0

Total

a

b

c

Notes for Table 9: Number of observations: 384,151. Number of observations: 260,629 (in 16 four-year windows). Number of
d
observations: 113,596 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window).

Table 10 examines poverty persistence by
decile of the SEIFA measure of socio-economic
advantage/disadvantage (ABS, 2013). This
measure is based on census data on income,
education, employment, occupation, housing
and some other miscellaneous indicators of
advantage and disadvantage. It assigns a value
for the index to each small area (on average
comprising approximately 200 dwellings, and
known as census collection districts prior to
2011, and as SA1 since). The 2001 version is
used for the period from 2001 to 2010 and the
2011 version (the most recent) is used for 2011
onwards.

Distinguishing initial location of residence based
on the socio-economic standing of the location,
there is a clear ordering in cross-sectional
poverty rates by SEIFA decile, and also a strong
association between SEIFA decile and the
extent of persistent poverty. On average, 37.6%
of people in the lowest decile are in poverty in
any given year, compared with 18.3% of those in
the fifth decile and 7.3% of those in the highest
decile. Similarly, over a four-year time-frame,
the rate of persistent poverty for the lowest
decile is 31.3%, compared with 12.6% of the fifth
decile and 4.0% of the highest decile. Patterns
in the rate of persistent poverty by SEIFA
decile are remarkably similar irrespective of the
time-frame (although rates of occasional and
recurrent poverty increase as the length of the
observation window increases).
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Table 10. Poverty persistence by decile of SEIFA index of relative socio-economic advantage/
disadvantage (%)
SEIFA decile
Lowest

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

Highest

37.6

28.8

24.6

21.1

18.3

14.1

12.3

11.9

10.8

7.3

Never poor

44.9

53.8

57.8

62.5

65.4

72.7

76.4

76.1

78.7

84.2
8.3

Average proportion poor each year
Indicator

Indicator 1:
b
4-year window

a

Poverty pattern

1 year

13.9

15.1

14.4

13.6

14.5

11.7

10.8

10.4

9.2

2 years

9.9

9.4

9.4

8.2

7.5

5.4

5.2

5.6

4.2

3.5

3 or 4 years

31.3

21.8

18.4

15.7

12.6

10.2

7.6

7.8

7.8

4.0
100.0

Total

Indicator 2:
c
10-year window

Indicator 3:
d
19-year window

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

32.8

40.7

46.8

48.2

48.1

59.8

62.7

65.7

67.4

71.8

Occasionally poor

16.9

20.6

19.8

22.7

23.9

20.9

19.5

17.0

20.0

18.3
5.8

Recurrently poor

16.4

16.3

15.4

14.8

15.9

9.5

9.6

9.1

6.5

Persistently poor

34.0

22.3

18.0

14.4

12.2

9.9

8.2

8.2

6.1

4.1

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

22.5

29.3

32.1

36.2

36.3

45.5

42.2

45.2

54.3

54.1

Occasionally poor

22.5

24.2

30.1

29.0

27.2

27.7

29.2

32.6

29.2

31.2

Recurrently poor

27.4

22.9

22.9

18.6

22.4

13.5

18.2

14.2

9.8

10.4

Persistently poor
Total

a

27.6

23.6

14.9

16.2

14.2

13.3

10.4

8.1

6.7

4.3

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

b

c

Notes for Table 10: Number of observations: 384,102. Number of observations: 260,236 (in 16 four-year windows). Number
d
of observations: 113,589 (in 10 10-year windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window). EFT—employed fulltime; EPT—employed part-time; NE—not employed.

SEIFA
Socio-Economic Index for Areas
(SEIFA) Constructed by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS) using census data, SEIFA
is a suite of four indexes that
can be used to explore different
aspects of socio-economic
conditions by geographic
areas. For each index, every
geographic area in Australia is
given a SEIFA number showing
how disadvantaged that area is
compared with other areas in
Australia. In analysis presented
in this report, the SEIFA index
used is the Index of Relative
Socio-Economic Advantage and
Disadvantage, which is derived
from census variables such as
low income, low educational
attainment, unemployment
and dwellings without motor
vehicles. For more information,
see ABS (2009).
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4.6
Poverty persistence by
initial proximity to the
poverty line

H

ow does poverty depth, as well as
proximity to poverty of those above the
poverty line, impact on the degree of
poverty persistence? Obviously, those initially
not in poverty should be less prone to persistent
poverty simply by virtue of not being in poverty
in at least one of the years in the observation
window, but they may still experience persistent
poverty, especially over the 10- and 19-year
observation windows. In this section we consider
how poverty persistence patterns differ by initial
income group, where groups are defined relative
to the poverty line as described in Table 1.
Note, however, that given the small number of
people below 50% of the poverty line, in this (and
subsequent) analysis we combine the bottom
two income groups (less than 50% of the poverty
line and 50% to less than 75% of the poverty line).
Comparing the two groups below the poverty
line (groups 1 and 2 combined and group 3),
persistent poverty is higher among those initially
further below the poverty line (in groups 1 or
2), although the differences are perhaps not as
large as we might have expected. Over a four-

year time-frame, 68.0% of those initially with
incomes less than 75% of the poverty line were in
persistent poverty, compared with 61.5% of those
initially in poverty but with incomes of at least
75% of the poverty line. Over the 10-year and 19year time-frames, at four percentage points, the
difference is even smaller.
Among those initially above the poverty line,
there is a clear association between proximity to
the poverty line and risk of persistent poverty.
For example, over a 10-year time-frame, the
proportion experiencing persistent poverty is
15.6% for those initially with incomes less than
125% of the poverty line, 6.5% for those with
incomes between 125% and 150% of the poverty
line, 3.8% for those with incomes between 150%
and 175% of the poverty line, and 1.5% for those
with incomes at least 175% of the poverty line.
The one notable exception to this pattern is that,
over the 19-year time-frame, persistent poverty
(and indeed the experience of any poverty) is
somewhat higher for those initially with incomes
between 150% and 175% of the poverty line than
for those initially with incomes between 125%
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Table 11. Poverty persistence, by initial income group defined relative to the poverty line (%)
Initial income group in relation to the poverty line (first year of observation window)

Indicator

1 or 2
(poorest)

3

4

5

6

7
(richest)

Never poor

0.0

0.0

53.6

73.2

83.3

92.1

1 year

16.3

20.4

23.4

17.1

11.0

5.6

2 years

15.7

18.1

13.6

6.8

3.9

1.7

3 or 4 years

68.0

61.5

9.4

2.9

1.9

0.6

Total

Poverty pattern

Indicator 1:
a
4-year window

Indicator 2:
b
10-year window

Indicator 3:
c
19-year window

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

0.0

0.0

33.2

53.2

65.7

77.1

Occasionally poor

18.8

19.5

28.1

25.6

21.7

16.4

Recurrently poor

21.7

25.0

23.1

14.6

8.9

5.0

Persistently poor

59.5

55.5

15.6

6.5

3.8

1.5

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Never poor

0.0

0.0

15.5

37.0

25.7

52.7

Occasionally poor

14.3

23.9

30.5

29.4

27.0

29.2

Recurrently poor

42.1

36.5

34.5

28.6

40.7

17.1

Persistently poor

43.6

39.6

19.4

5.0

6.7

1.0

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

a

b

Notes for Table 11: Number of observations: 260,274 (in 16 four-year windows). Number of observations: 113,599 (in 10 10-year
c
windows). Number of observations: 8,003 (in one 19-year window). Income groups are as defined in Table 1.

and 150% of the poverty line. The reasons for this
cannot be discerned without further analysis, but
it is likely that other factors, such as differences
in lifecycle stage between individuals in the two
income categories, are responsible. For example,
those in the higher income category may on
average be older and therefore more likely to
move into retirement (and reliance on the Age
Pension) within the 19-year period.
Table 12 considers how poverty depth and
proximity is associated with poverty persistence
for nine ‘policy groups’, adding single-parent
families and retirees to the seven groups
examined in Table 8. As with Table 8, only the
four-year and 10-year windows are examined.
Moreover, the table only presents the proportion
persistently poor rather than the proportion in
each poverty-pattern group.

As with the general population, for all groups we
see that poverty persistence is ordered by initial
income level. Further, for any given initial income
level, poverty persistence is highest for retirees,
followed by people with a disability, Indigenous
people, those in poor general health and those in
poor mental health. Consistent with the findings
in Table 8, the underemployed have the lowest
poverty persistence in all income groups.
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Table 12. Persistent poverty within ‘policy groups’ by initial income group defined relative to the
poverty line (%)
Initial income group in relation to the poverty line
(first year of observation window)

Sample size

1 or 2
(poorest)

3

4

5

6

7
(richest)

15.7

19.7

16.6

11.8

9.8

26.3

4-year window

75.3

67.7

15.2

4.4*

2.8*

1.4*

4,448

10-year window

65.9

59.1

23.2

8.8*

4.1*

1.3*

1,619

12.8

14.6

13.0

11.3

10.4

37.9

4-year window

77.3

64.9

13.4

5.7

4.1

1.1

30,471

10-year window

73.5

61.6

24.0

13.3

8.7

3.9

14,251

Indigenous individuals
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor

People with a disability living in working-age families
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor

People in poor general health living in working-age families
Average proportion in income group

10.9

11.9

11.2

11.0

10.9

44.0

4-year window

72.1

62.2

13.2

4.1

3.7

0.9

28,893

10-year window

68.9

59.8

24.4

11.3

6.4

2.5

11,994

11.4

11.6

11.4

44.4

Proportion persistently poor

People in poor mental health living in working-age families
Average proportion in income group

10.0

11.3

Proportion persistently poor
4-year window

69.0

59.0

11.6

3.8

3.4

0.9

34,916

10-year window

62.3

56.0

23.1

10.6

6.1

2.2

14,249

17.1

16.5

16.0

12.6

9.8

28.0

Unemployed individuals
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor
4-year window

67.2

55.6

18.5

4.9

5.5

2.5

6,444

10-year window

52.2

48.4

24.6

6.8*

12.8

6.7

2,470

11.1

13.7

15.4

13.8

12.7

33.3

Low-paid employees
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor
4-year window

55.9

51.1

8.0

4.2*

0.8*

1.1*

2,222

10-year window

59.0

44.9

12.5

8.3*

8.6*

2.3*

1,092

6.7

9.5

14.7

15.6

14.1

39.3

Underemployed workers
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor
4-year window

46.8

36.1

5.1

2.0

1.4*

0.8

13,246

10-year window

33.9

30.1

8.6

5.1

1.8*

1.7

5,588

11.6

21.0

18.3

16.2

12.9

20.0

4-year window

62.3

59.5

11.7

4.5

2.5

1.8

21,521

10-year window

53.5

47.8

17.6

6.1

3.3

1.7

9,418

18.3

26.7

15.0

10.2

7.9

22.0

4-year window

84.6

80.2

16.6

7.4

5.7

2.8

39,269

10-year window

82.6

79.6

30.1

19.1

15.2

7.4

15,073

Single-parent families
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor

Retired individuals
Average proportion in income group
Proportion persistently poor

Notes for Table 12: *Estimate not reliable (<30 cases). Income groups are as defined in Table 1.
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4.7
Trends in poverty
persistence

I

n this section, we examine trends over time in
persistent poverty as measured by the fouryear observation window. Figure 1 presents
rates of persistent poverty (poor in at least three
of the four years) for each of the 16 observation
windows available over the HILDA Survey
period, disaggregated by family type.
The figure shows that, at first glance, for the
population as a whole, there has been little trend
change in poverty persistence, oscillating around
13% across the entire period. However, some trend
changes are apparent for specific family types.
There has been a decrease in persistent poverty
among older people, especially single older men,
and especially since around 2008. By contrast,
there has been a net increase in persistent
poverty among single-parent families since 2001,
and there has also been an increase in persistent
poverty among single non-elderly men and
women since around 2010.

Figure 2 examines in more detail trends in
poverty persistence among older people
(single and partnered combined), showing the
proportion in each of the four ‘poverty patterns’
(never poor, poor in one year, poor in two years
and poor in three or four years). It shows that
there has been little net change in the proportion
experiencing poverty in one or two of the four
years. The decline in persistent poverty since
around 2007 has largely come about via a rise in
the proportion never experiencing poverty in the
four-year period.
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Figure 1. Persistent poverty over a four-year time-frame, by family type
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Notes for Figure 1: An individual is classified as in persistent poverty if they are in poverty in at least three of the four years. On the
horizontal axis, initial year refers to the first year of the four-year period. Number of observations: 260,274 (in 16 four-year windows).

Figure 2. Poverty status of older persons over the four-year time-frame
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Notes for Figure 2: Number of observations: 28,395 (in 16 four-year windows).
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4.8
Changes in family
circumstances and
poverty persistence

A

s has been noted, our analyses of
persistent poverty have been based
on the characteristics of individuals
in the first year of the relevant observation
window. But characteristics can, and often do,
change over time. Moreover, such changes
can themselves precipitate changes in poverty
status. Section 5 will consider such linkages
between ‘trigger events’ and poverty entry and
exit. In this section, we briefly consider how rates
of persistent poverty over a four-year period
differ between individuals who experience a
change in family type or a change in family
labour force status and individuals who do not
experience such changes.
The upper panel of Table 13 presents rates of
persistent poverty by initial family type and by
whether family type in the last year of the fouryear period was different from family type in the
first year; while the lower panel presents rates of
persistent poverty by initial family labour force
status and by whether family labour force status in
the last year differed from that in the first year. The
first column of the table presents the proportion
of people in the group experiencing a change
over the four-year period. Note that the nature of
the change is not considered in the table, which

is obviously likely to be important to whether the
rate of persistent poverty increases or decreases.
This limitation is addressed in Section 5.
Very few single older people change family
type from one year to the next—each year, on
average 2.6% of men and 0.5% of women in this
family type experience a change—whereas, at
the other extreme, 36.8% of people in singleparent families experience a change in family
type in any given year. Changes in family type are
also relatively common for non-elderly people
without dependent children. Changes in family
labour force status among working-age families
are more common than changes in family type
(in part because they can arise not only from
changes in labour force status of family members,
but also changes in family type).
Poverty persistence does indeed differ depending
on whether a change in status occurs, but the
nature of the difference depends on the initial
status. For example, for people initially in singleparent families, a change in status is associated
with a lower rate of persistent poverty, whereas for
people initially in couple families with dependent
children, a change in status is associated with an
increase in the rate of persistent poverty.
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Table 13. Rates of persistent poverty over four years, by whether change family type and by
whether change family labour force status (%)
Percentage
experiencing
a change

Percentage in poverty in 3 or 4
of the 4 years
Do not experience a
change

Experience a
change

8.3

10.3

Family type
Non-elderly couples

27.3

Couple with dependent children

19.5

6.8

9.5

Single-parent

36.8

25.3

18.1

Single non-elderly male

23.7

11.5

7.7

Single non-elderly female

29.7

15.7

11.8

7.6

37.3

45.3

Older couple
Single older male

2.6

43.2

23.3

Single older female

0.5

48.3

35.1

Family labour force status of working-age families
Single, EFT

41.3

1.2

3.0

Single, EPT

63.7

10.1

10.2

Single, NE

45.6

51.8

28.3

Couple, both EFT

44.1

0.6

1.3

Couple, one EFT and one EPT

46.4

1.2

2.2

Couple, one EFT and one NE

50.7

4.7

5.8

Couple, both EPT

72.2

12.5

9.0

Couple, one EPT and one NE

63.6

16.0

14.9

Couple, both NE

51.4

44.2

30.0

Notes for Table 13: An individual is deemed to have experienced a change only if family type/family labour force status was
different in the last year of the observation window from what it was in the first year. EFT—employed full-time; EPT—employed
part-time; NE—not employed.
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4.9
Summary of findings

T

his section has analysed the prevalence
of persistent poverty with the aim of
addressing two questions:

(1) How much persistent poverty is there (relative
to short-term poverty)?
(2) For which individuals in the population is the
prevalence of persistent poverty the greatest?
We find that, in any given four-year period,
13.4% of the population is in poverty in at least
three of those years. Similarly, over both 10-year
and 19-year observation windows, 13.4% of the
population is persistently poor, defined as poor in
a majority of years. Persistent poverty is therefore
a significant phenomenon in Australian society.
Based on an extensive set of sub-group
breakdowns, persistent poverty is more prevalent
among women, single-parent families, the
elderly and people living in more disadvantaged
regions. Results further show a strong association
between (lack of) work among the household
working-age members and the risk of subsequent
persistent poverty.
A consistent theme is that higher rates of poverty
cross-sectionally are associated with higher
rates of persistent poverty, but the relationship
is not perfect. There are groups that have higher
rates of persistent poverty relative to their
cross-sectional rates, and vice versa. Groups
with high rates of persistent poverty relative
to their cross-sectional poverty rates include
the elderly, working-age women, working-age
couples without dependent children, all couples
in which neither partner is employed (in the
initial year of the period under study), Indigenous
people, people with a disability, poor general
health or poor mental health, those unemployed
(in the initial year) and those living in the most
disadvantaged regions. Groups with low rates
of persistent poverty relative to cross-sectional
poverty include working-age men, ‘prime-age’
(aged 18 to 49) people, couples in which both

partners are employed part-time (in the initial
year), the underemployed and the low paid. Thus,
poverty for the former groups is, if experienced,
more likely to be long-lived, while for the latter
group it is more likely to be transitory.
We also find that greater poverty depth at a point
in time is associated with greater persistent poverty
and, indeed, among those above the poverty line,
those in closer proximity to the poverty line are at
greater risk of persistent poverty.
The analysis has also drawn attention to some
problems that arise when constructing workable
definitions of ‘persistent poverty’. We illustrated
this with discussion of the relative merits of
longer versus shorter width observation windows.
Nevertheless, it turns out that the groups with
relatively high persistent poverty rates according
to the indicator based on the four-year width
window (Indicator 1) are largely the same as
those identified as persistently poor over the 10year and 19-year windows.
Finally, we note that a limitation of the analysis of
poverty persistence by sub-group presented in
this section is that the characteristics that form
the basis of the sub-groups may change over
time. Indeed, it is changes in these characteristics
(and hence changes in the sub-group to which
one belongs) that may be the trigger of a change
in poverty status between one year and the
next. This notion of trigger events underpins the
analysis of the routes into and out of poverty that
we examine in detail in the following section.
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5.
Predictors of poverty
escape and poverty entry
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5.1
Poverty exit and entry rates
by family type

T

able 14 shows the year-on-year poverty
entry rates and poverty exit rates, for all
individuals and by family type in the year
prior to the potential poverty transition. The
poverty exit rate is defined as the number of
individuals who move from being poor one year
to being non-poor the following year, expressed
as a percentage of the total number of poor
individuals in the base year (this is the group
‘at risk’ of making a poverty exit). The poverty
entry rate is defined as the number of individuals
who move from being non-poor in one year to
being poor the following year, expressed as a
percentage of the total number of non-poor
individuals in the base year. In addition, the first
column in Table 3 shows the average proportion
of the group in poverty in any given year.
The average poverty exit rate is 33.6%—that is,
around one-third of those who are in poverty
in one year are no longer in poverty in the next
year. The average entry rate is 7.6%—that is, 7.6%
of people who are not poor in one year become
poor in the next year.12

Comparing across family types, older people
have the lowest poverty exit rates and the highest
poverty entry rates. Notably, single parents
have a poverty exit rate comparable to other
non-elderly people (15.6%), but they have a high
poverty entry rate that is almost as high as that
of older people.
The differences in poverty entry and exit rates
across family types suggest that it is important
to examine associations between transitions and
trigger events separately for the different family
types. The relative significance of the various
factors affecting transitions is likely to differ
across family types. For example, re-partnering
may be a potential route out of poverty for poor
single parents, but it is not relevant for poor
married couples. Likewise, getting a job is not a
likely route out of poverty for most older poor
persons. In the analysis reported below, we
discuss results based on all persons combined
to provide the whole picture, but we supplement
this picture with breakdowns by family type.

Table 14. Cross-sectional poverty risk, and poverty exit and entry rates by family type (%)
Proportion in poverty

Poverty exit rate

Poverty entry rate

18.2

33.6

7.6

Non-elderly couples

11.6

36.8

5.7

Couple with dependent children

10.9

41.8

5.6

Single-parent

32.5

36.6

15.4

Single non-elderly male

17.7

40.5

7.8

All individuals
Family type

Single non-elderly female

20.1

36.8

7.7

Older couple

40.8

21.9

17.6

Single older male

47.4

16.9

17.0

Single older female

52.3

16.5

18.2

Notes for Table 14: The poverty exit rate is the number of persons moving out of poverty between one year and the next, divided
by the number of persons who were poor in the base year. The poverty entry rate is the number of persons moving into poverty
between one year and the next, divided by the number of persons who were not poor in the base year. Number of observations
at risk of exiting poverty: 74,180. Number of observations at risk of entering poverty: 305,604.
12. The poverty exit rate is typically much larger than the entry rate, but the number of persons leaving poverty is of the same order as the number
of persons entering poverty. The explanation is that the entry rate is applied to a relatively large number of persons (the population at risk of
poverty entry is all the persons non-poor) whereas the exit rate is applied to a relatively small number of persons (the population at risk of poverty
exit is all the persons poor). Table 14 shows that 18.2% of all individuals were poor in an average year and 81.8% were not poor.
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5.2
Major potential ‘triggers’
for poverty entry and exit

F

ollowing the approach taken by Jenkins
and Rigg (2001), we consider a variety of
major events potentially driving people into
and out of poverty. These events are derived
from changes in the characteristics of each
individual’s household between one year and the
next (as measured at each annual interview) or
experiences reported by the individual as having
occurred since the previous interview.
Observe that whereas the analysis refers to
changes in the poverty status of individuals
between one year and the next (individuals
are the unit of analysis), many of the events we
examine that are associated with transitions
are defined at the level of each individual’s
household. Poverty status depends on household
income, and a person’s household income is
affected by changes in the incomes of any
household member, and also by changes in the
composition of the household itself. For example,
if an unemployed husband finds a job, then all
members of the household may be lifted out of
poverty. (For each individual in this household,
the trigger event would be defined as an increase
in the number of workers in the household.)
We classify events into five broad categories:
labour market events; non-labour income events;
demographic events; health events; and location
of residence events experienced by the individual.
For poverty exit, the major events considered are
as follows.
Labour market events
- A rise in the household’s labour earnings, with
no change in the number of workers in the
household.
- A rise in the number of workers in the
household, with no change in household size.
- A rise in the number of full-time workers in the
household, with no change in household size.

Non-labour income events
- A rise in business income, with no change in
household size.
- A rise in investment income, with no change in
household size.
Demographic events
- A change in family type, where family types
are as defined in the preceding analysis
(e.g., as in Table 14).
- Family type changed to couple, with or
without children.
Health events
The health-related events considered are any
increase in the number of individuals within the
household in poor mental health, in poor general
health or with a disability that limits the amount
or type of work the individual can do. The SF36 measures of general and mental health are
used to identify individuals in poor general health
(defined as a score less than or equal to 37 on
the 0–100 scale) and individuals in poor mental
health (defined as a score less than or equal
to 52). For disability, we use responses to the
question on the existence of any kind of longterm health condition, impairment or disability
that restricts the individual in everyday activities,
and has lasted or is likely to last, for six months or
more, combined with responses to the questions
on whether this limits the amount or type of work
they can do. The specific measures are:
- A fall in the number of household members
in poor mental health, with no change in
household size.
- A fall in the number of household members
in poor general health, with no change in
household size.
- A fall in the number of household members
with a moderate or severe disability, with no
change in household size.
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- At least one household member suffered a
serious injury or illness between one and two
years ago and did not experience this in the
last (most recent) year—that is, did not report
experiencing a serious injury or illness in the
past year in the current survey wave, but did
report experiencing a serious injury or illness
in the past year in the preceding survey wave.
This variable captures the notion recovery
from illness or injury may be associated with an
increased likelihood of exiting that poverty.
Location of residence events
- Individual moved address since the previous year.
- Individual moved to a more prosperous area
according to the SEIFA index of relative socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage. We
consider a move as being to a more prosperous
area if the individual’s SEIFA decile increases by
at least three.
For poverty entry, an analogous set of events is
considered.
Labour market events
- A fall in the household’s labour earnings,
with no change in the number of workers in
the household.
- A fall in number of workers in the household,
with no change in household size.
- A fall in number of full-time workers in the
individual’s household, with no change in
household size.
Non-labour income events
- A fall in business income, with no change in
household size.
- A fall in investment income, with no change in
household size.

Demographic events
- A change in family type.
- Family type changed to single-parent.
- Family type changed to single person.
Health events
- A rise in the number of household members
in poor mental health, with no change in
household size.
- A rise in the number of household members
in poor general health, with no change in
household size.
- A rise in the number of household members with
a disability, with no change in household size.
- At least one household member suffered a
serious injury or illness within the last (most
recent) year.
Location of residence events
- Individual moved address since last year.
- Individual moved to a less prosperous area
according to the SEIFA index of relative socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage. We
consider a move as being to a less prosperous
area if the individual’s SEIFA decile decreases
by at least three.
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5.3
Findings for poverty exit

A

ssociations between trigger events and
poverty exits are examined in Table
15. The population studied in the table
comprises all people in poverty in a given year,
with all years from 2001 to 2018 pooled; 2019 is
excluded because we do not observe whether
an individual in poverty in 2019 exits poverty in
the next year. The first row shows that, among
all individuals in poor households, on average
33.7% exit poverty from one year to the next.
This provides a reference point for ascertaining
whether an event is associated with a higher or
lower likelihood of exiting poverty.
In the main body of the table, the first column
shows, for each potential trigger event, the
annual prevalence of the event among people in
poverty, providing information on how common
the event is among those in poverty. The second
column presents the proportion experiencing the
event in a given year who exit poverty that year—
that is, the probability of exiting poverty among
those experiencing the event. This provides
information on whether the event is associated
with an elevated (greater than 33.7%) or reduced
(less than 33.7%) probability of exiting poverty.
The final column of Table 15 combines the
information in the first two columns to provide
a measure of the ‘importance’ of the event to

poverty exits. It shows the proportion of all
poverty exits associated with the event—that is,
the probability of the event being experienced
that year given the individual has exited from
poverty that year.
All labour market, non-labour income and
demographic events examined in the table are
associated with an increased probability of
exiting poverty, as is moving house and moving
to a more prosperous region. However, all of
the health events are associated with a reduced
likelihood of exiting poverty, despite notionally
being ‘positive’ health changes. This suggests that
adverse health events tend to have long-lasting
effects on poverty, and that improvements in
health or disability do not translate to increased
chances of poverty exit, at least in the year of the
health improvement.
The most common event experienced by people in
poverty is an increase in labour earnings (20.6%),
which is also the event associated with the greatest
poverty exit rate (63.3%). As a consequence, 38.8%
of all poverty exits are associated with an increase
in household labour market earnings. This highlights
the importance of employment for escaping
poverty, although of course it does not provide
any guidance on how to increase employment and
earnings among people in poverty.
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Table 15. Household trigger events and exits from poverty—All persons in poverty
Annual prevalence of
event

Exit rate conditional
on event

Share of all exits
a
associated with event

–

33.7

–

38.8

All individuals in poor households
Labour market events
Rise in household labour earnings

20.6

63.3

Rise in number of workers

10.0

43.7

12.9

Rise in number of full-time workers

6.5

55.4

10.6

Rise in business income

5.6

54.0

9.0

Rise in investment income

18.8

38.0

21.2

Change in family type

9.2

40.6

11.1

Family type changed to couple

2.2

57.9

3.7

Decline in number of people in poor mental health

16.0

33.5

15.9

Decline in number of people in poor general health

15.5

31.4

14.4

Decline in number of people with a disability

8.4

29.5

7.4

Serious injury/illness 1-2 years ago but not in last year

10.1

31.2

9.3

Moved address

14.9

40.7

18.0

Moved to a more prosperous area

2.7

43.5

3.5

Non-labour income events

Demographic events

Health events

Location of residence events

a

Notes for Table 15: The share of all poverty exits that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
pr (event j) x pr (exit poverty |event j)
share of all exits accounted for by event j =
pr (exit poverty)

Perhaps surprising is that the next most significant
event associated with exit from poverty is an
increase in investment income, which occurs in
21.2% of poverty exits. At the other end of the
spectrum, moving to a more prosperous region
does not appear to be an important route out of
poverty, applying to only 3.5% of poverty exits—
despite 43.5% of those who make such a move
exiting poverty. Similarly, partnering is also not
an important route, applying to 3.7% of poverty
exits, despite 57.9% of those for whom family type
changes to a couple (with or without dependent
children) exiting poverty (the second-highest rate
after a rise in labour earnings).
The conclusion that, overall, partnering is not
an important route out of poverty is somewhat
muddied by the fact that many individuals—those
already in couple families—could not make this
transition. Thus, although the evidence in Table
15 is informative in providing a perspective on
the importance of different routes out of poverty
among the population as a whole, it may mask
the importance of particular routes for people in
different family situations. We therefore examine
potential trigger events for poverty exit separately
for each family type. Results for each of the eight
family types are presented in Tables 16, 17 and 18.

For all family types other than older people, the
most common event associated with exit from
poverty is a rise in labour market earnings, with
at least 36% of poverty exits associated with a
rise in earnings for all of these family types. That
said, there is some variation in the importance
of this route across these family types: it is most
important for non-elderly single males and least
important among single-parent families. For older
people, an increase in labour earnings is present
in only 11.3% (older couples) to 18.4% (older single
females) of poverty exits. For these family types,
an increase in investment income is a more
important route out of poverty, accompanying
over 40% of exits from poverty.
Partnering is associated with a high probability of
exit for non-elderly people who are not partnered,
with at least 54.3% of those partnering exiting
poverty. It is also associated with an exit rate of
nearly 50% for single elderly people. However,
partnering is sufficiently uncommon that it only
accounts for approximately 10% of poverty exits
among non-elderly single people (with or without
dependent children), and less than 2% of poverty
exits among elderly single people.
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Table 16. Trigger events and exits from poverty of people in families with dependent children (%)
Couples with dependent children

Single parents

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

–

41.8

–

–

36.6

–

Rise in household labour earnings

32.6

60.5

47.2

21.6

61.0

35.9

Rise in number of workers

19.2

44.2

20.3

13.2

37.3

13.4

Rise in number of full-time workers

11.9

53.9

15.3

6.1

52.0

8.6

All poor people in the family type
Labour market events

Non-labour income events
Rise in business income

11.8

56.1

15.9

2.5

56.8

3.9

Rise in investment income

13.5

49.8

16.1

5.7

50.3

7.8

Change in family type

10.2

37.2

9.1

13.4

45.4

16.6

Family type changed to couple

0.0

-

0.0

6.2

61.5

10.3

Decline in number of people in poor mental health

19.7

45.4

21.3

16.7

29.6

13.5

Decline in number of people in poor general health

17.6

44.8

18.9

14.9

30.6

12.4

Decline in number of people with a disability

7.6

48.0

8.7

7.2

41.3

8.1

Serious injury/illness 1-2 years ago but not in last year

11.1

38.1

10.2

7.8

31.3

6.7

Moved address

16.3

41.7

16.3

24.4

40.5

27.0

Moved to a more prosperous area

3.3

40.4

3.2

4.2

46.1

5.2

Demographic events

Health events

Location of residence events

a

Notes for Table 16: The share of all poverty exits that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
pr (event j) x pr (exit poverty |event j)
share of all exits accounted for by event j =
pr (exit poverty)
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Table 17. Trigger events and exits from poverty of non-elderly people without dependent children (%)
Non-elderly couples

Single non-elderly males

Single non-elderly males

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

–

36.8

–

–

40.5

–

–

36.8

–

Rise in household
labour earnings

21.2

68.1

39.3

28.9

67.9

48.3

25.7

63.8

44.6

Rise in number of
workers

7.2

48.5

9.5

9.4

44.4

10.3

9.0

44.6

10.8

Rise in number of
full-time workers

6.2

63.1

10.6

8.7

54.7

11.8

6.8

56.0

10.4

7.3

54.6

10.8

4.7

51.2

5.9

3.5

43.5

4.2

24.0

44.1

28.7

13.7

48.7

16.5

12.3

41.5

13.9

Change in family type

14.7

37.3

14.9

10.1

48.3

12.0

14.6

45.9

18.2

Family type changed
to couple

0.0

-

0.0

6.1

54.3

8.2

7.1

60.1

11.6

Decline in number of
people in poor mental
health

15.9

34.5

15.0

18.2

43.3

19.4

14.9

36.4

14.7

Decline in number
of people in poor
general health

14.7

33.7

13.5

18.2

40.0

18.0

13.7

31.5

11.7

Decline in number
of people with a
disability

8.1

35.4

7.8

6.5

36.6

5.8

6.0

28.8

4.7

12.0

36.8

12.0

9.0

37.7

8.3

7.8

34.3

7.2

Moved address

11.4

44.9

14.0

22.2

44.6

24.4

23.4

41.9

26.6

Moved to a more
prosperous area

1.7

42.8

2.0

4.4

49.6

5.4

4.2

48.6

5.5

All poor people in the
family type
Labour market
events

Non-labour income
events
Rise in business
income
Rise in investment
income
Demographic events

Health events

Serious injury/illness
1-2 years ago but not
in last year
Location of residence
events

a

Notes for Table 17: The share of all poverty exits that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
pr (event j) x pr (exit poverty |event j)
share of all exits accounted for by event j =
pr (exit poverty)
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Table 18. Trigger events and exits from poverty of older people (%)
Older couples

Older single males

Older single females

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
a
with event

Annual
prevalence
of event

Exit rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all exits
associated
with
a
event

–

21.9

–

–

16.9

–

–

16.5

–

Rise in household
labour earnings

4.0

61.9

11.3

3.8

67.5

15.1

4.3

70.5

18.4

Rise in number of
workers

1.7

60.1

4.8

1.6

39.4

3.8

1.1

39.4

2.6

Rise in number of fulltime workers

0.7

73.3

2.5

1.3

47.8

3.8

0.7

56.3

2.3

1.6

51.8

3.8

1.7

30.3

3.1

1.3

40.8

3.2

33.7

29.9

46.0

27.4

25.2

40.9

30.2

25.0

45.8

Change in family type

2.6

18.9

2.2

0.7

47.4

1.9

0.2

45.5

0.7

Family type changed
to couple

0.0

-

0.0

0.7

48.9

1.9

0.2

50.3

0.7

Decline in number of
people in poor mental
health

13.8

17.9

11.3

12.5

17.7

13.1

12.6

19.0

14.5

Decline in number
of people in poor
general health

15.9

18.4

13.4

12.3

18.9

13.8

12.0

13.3

9.7

Decline in number
of people with a
disability

10.6

17.6

8.5

11.1

17.0

11.2

10.9

14.7

9.8

Serious injury/illness
1-2 years ago but not
in last year

12.0

23.0

12.7

8.5

14.5

7.3

7.9

18.6

9.0

Moved address

4.4

25.5

5.2

6.0

31.1

11.1

5.6

24.2

8.3

Moved to a more
prosperous area

0.6

13.6

0.4

1.1

36.7

2.4

0.9

38.5

2.1

All poor people in the
family type
Labour market
events

Non-labour income
events
Rise in business
income
Rise in investment
income
Demographic events

Health events

Location of residence
events

a

Notes for Table 18: The share of all poverty exits that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
pr (event j) x pr (exit poverty |event j)
share of all exits accounted for by event j =
pr (exit poverty)

Also evident from Tables 16 to 18 is that
demographic and health events are in general
more commonly associated with poverty exit
among non-elderly people than among older
people. Especially notable in this regard is that
a change in family type is a relatively important
route out of poverty for single-parent families
and non-elderly single females, associated with
16.6% and 18.2% of their respective poverty exits.

Also notable is that mental health improvements
are more strongly associated with poverty exit
of couples with dependent children and nonelderly single males. Further, moving house is
relatively common among single non-elderly
males and females and single-parent families
who exit poverty.
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5.4
Findings for poverty entry

W

e now consider the association
between potential trigger events and
poverty entry. The evidence for all
persons is reported in Table 19, while Tables 20
to 22 provide breakdowns by family type.
The first row of Table 19 shows that, on average
over the 2001 to 2019 period, 7.6% of people
not in poverty enter poverty from one year
to the next. Similar to Table 16, this provides a
benchmark for assessing whether a potential
trigger event is associated with an elevated or
decreased probability of poverty entry.
In the main body of the table, analogous
estimates are presented for each event as for
the analysis of poverty exits: the event’s annual
prevalence; the proportion of those experiencing
the event entering poverty in the same year; and
the proportion of all poverty entries that were
accompanied by the event.
The table shows elevated probabilities of
poverty entry for many of the events, but
certainly not all of them. A decline in household
labour earnings, any change in family type,
a change in family type to single, a change
in family type to single-parent, suffering a
serious personal injury or illness, moving house

and moving to a less prosperous area are all
associated with increased probability of poverty
entry. However, the probability of poverty
entry is lower than for the general population
for those who have a decline in the number of
full-time workers in the household, a decline in
business income, a decline in investment income,
a rise in the number of household members
in poor mental health or a rise in the number
of household members with a disability. This
is likely to reflect the higher (initial) average
incomes of households that experience these
events, such that the negative effects on their
income are not sufficient to push them below
the poverty line. For example, people with
declines in investment income are likely to have
relatively high incomes independent of their
investment income.
As with poverty exits, household labour earnings
are strongly associated with poverty entry. The
last column of Table 19 shows that 35.0% of all
poverty entries are accompanied by a decline in
labour earnings. The next most common event
associated with poverty entry is a decline in
investment income, followed by moving house,
and then a change in family type.
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Table 19. Trigger events and entries into poverty—All persons not in poverty (%)
Annual prevalence
of event

Entry rate conditional
on event

Share of all entries
associated with eventa

–

7.6

–

All non-poor people
Labour market events
Decline in household labour earnings

22.8

11.6

35.0

Decline in number of workers

8.4

8.0

8.8

Decline in number of full-time workers

8.3

5.8

6.3

Decline in business income

8.0

7.2

7.6

Decline in investment income

26.6

5.9

20.8

14.6

Non-labour income events

Demographic events
Change in family type

9.5

11.7

Family type changed to single

3.3

12.3

5.3

Family type changed to single-parent

1.2

22.0

3.4

Rise in number of people in poor mental health

11.1

6.5

9.4

Rise in number of people in poor general health

8.7

7.8

8.9

Rise in number of people with a disability

8.5

7.2

8.0

Serious personal injury/illness in last year

9.7

7.3

9.4

Health events

Location of residence events
Moved address

14.3

10.3

19.3

Moved to a less prosperous area

2.4

10.6

3.3

a

Notes for Table 19: The share of all poverty entries that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
Pr (event j) x Pr (enter poverty |event j)
share of all entries accounted for by event j =
Pr (enter poverty)

Comparing across family types, consistent with
the findings on poverty exit, labour market
events, demographic events and moving
housing have a much stronger association with
poverty entry for people in working-age families
than for older people. Declines in labour income
are particularly important for non-elderly
singles and for couples with dependent children,
accompanying 46% of poverty entries by people
in these family types (compared with 35.0%
of all poverty entries). Conversely, a decline
in investment income is much more strongly
associated with poverty entry for older people
than for people in working-age families.

Also of note is that moving house accompanies
approximately 40% of poverty entries by nonelderly single people, and 46% of poverty entries
by people in single-parent families, compared
with 21% of all poverty entries. In regard to
health changes, declines in mental health (as
measured by the number of household members
in poor mental health) are relatively common
among families with dependent children
entering poverty—13% for couples and 16%
for single parents, compared with 8.8% of all
poverty entries. Such declines in mental health
are also relatively common among older people
entering poverty, at around 15% to 17%.

62

Breaking Down Barriers Report Series

Table 20. Trigger events and entries into poverty of people in families with dependent children (%)
Couples with dependent children

Single parents

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

–

5.6

–

–

15.4

–

23.1

10.1

41.6

19.6

23.5

30.0

Decline in number of workers

8.1

6.8

9.8

7.1

17.6

8.1

Decline in number of full-time workers

7.7

5.8

8.0

5.5

11.6

4.2

All non-poor people in the family type

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

Labour market events
Decline in household labour earnings

Non-labour income events
Decline in business income
Decline in investment income

9.2

7.7

12.6

4.1

13.1

3.5

25.9

3.2

14.8

15.0

7.9

7.7

Demographic events
Change in family type

8.1

13.3

19.0

16.7

16.4

17.7

Family type changed to single

5.3

14.3

13.5

0.0

0.0

0.0

Family type changed to single-parent

1.9

25.5

8.8

0.0

0.0

0.0

Rise in number of people in poor mental health

13.0

4.9

11.3

12.4

13.3

10.7

Rise in number of people in poor general health

8.7

5.5

8.5

8.1

16.2

8.5

Rise in number of people with a disability

8.4

5.0

7.4

6.5

12.7

5.3

Serious personal injury/illness in last year

9.6

5.1

8.6

9.1

13.0

7.7

Health events

Location of residence events
Moved address

12.7

9.0

20.2

22.2

20.1

29.0

Moved to a less prosperous area

1.8

10.8

3.5

3.7

20.5

4.9

a

Notes for Table 20: The share of all poverty entries that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
Pr (event j) x Pr (enter poverty |event j)
share of all entries accounted for by event j =
Pr (enter poverty)
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Table 21. Trigger events and entries into poverty of non-elderly people without dependent children (%)
Non-elderly couples

Single non-elderly males

Single non-elderly males

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

–

5.7

–

–

7.8

–

–

7.7

–

Decline in household
labour earnings

25.9

8.4

38.3

23.7

14.2

43.1

22.6

14.1

41.7

Decline in number of
workers

9.7

6.7

11.4

8.7

8.5

9.5

8.8

7.8

9.0

Decline in number of
full-time workers

10.8

4.2

8.0

9.1

6.9

8.0

10.1

5.3

6.9

Decline in business
income

8.5

5.4

8.0

7.4

6.1

5.8

5.2

6.8

4.6

Decline in investment
income

28.7

4.8

24.3

23.7

5.2

15.8

24.2

4.9

15.5

Change in family type

12.2

9.5

20.4

9.6

7.5

9.1

13.0

7.2

12.2

Family type changed
to single

3.2

13.3

7.4

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Family type changed
to single- parent

0.1

30.2

0.5

0.8

13.9

1.5

2.1

15.9

4.4

Rise in number of
people in poor mental
health

9.3

4.3

7.0

10.3

6.3

8.3

10.5

6.5

8.9

Rise in number of
people in poor general
health

8.0

6.2

8.7

7.6

6.7

6.5

9.1

4.9

5.7

Rise in number of
people with a disability

8.7

5.9

9.0

7.1

6.0

5.4

7.9

5.5

5.7

Serious personal
injury/illness in last
year

9.6

5.9

10.0

8.7

6.7

7.4

9.2

5.4

6.5

Moved address

14.5

6.9

17.7

19.7

10.6

26.8

20.1

11.8

30.8

Moved to a less
prosperous area

2.7

6.3

3.0

3.4

10.5

4.6

3.6

10.2

4.8

All non-poor people in
the family type

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

Labour market events

Non-labour income
events

Demographic events

Health events

Location of residence
events

a

Notes for Table 21: The share of all poverty entries that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
Pr (event j) x Pr (enter poverty |event j)
share of all entries accounted for by event j =
Pr (enter poverty)
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Table 22. Trigger events and entries into poverty of older people (%)
Older couples

Older single males

Older single females

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

Annual
prevalence
of event

Entry rate
conditional
on event

Share of
all entries
associated
with eventa

–

17.6

–

–

17.0

–

–

18.2

–

Decline in household
labour earnings

13.7

20.4

15.9

15.3

16.8

15.1

17.8

17.7

17.3

Decline in number of
workers

6.7

12.4

4.7

6.0

20.5

7.2

6.7

11.6

4.3

Decline in number of
full-time workers

3.8

10.7

2.3

4.3

10.7

2.7

4.7

3.8

1.0

6.1

8.9

3.1

5.2

6.0

1.8

5.0

8.2

2.3

42.3

18.8

45.2

38.2

20.0

45.0

38.9

20.6

44.0

All non-poor people
in the family type
Labour market
events

Non-labour income
events
Decline in business
income
Decline in investment
income
Demographic events
Change in family type

2.0

39.5

4.5

1.7

14.0

1.4

0.3

17.1

0.3

Family type changed
to single

2.0

39.9

4.6

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Family type changed
to single-parent

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

0.0

Rise in number of
people in poor mental
health

9.2

17.4

9.1

7.9

17.8

8.3

10.0

14.1

7.8

Rise in number
of people in poor
general health

12.3

17.0

11.9

9.7

19.1

10.9

11.8

18.0

11.7

Rise in number
of people with a
disability

11.7

16.3

10.9

12.4

16.0

11.7

11.1

18.0

11.0

Serious personal
injury/illness in last
year

13.7

18.2

14.2

10.7

15.9

10.0

12.3

12.3

8.3

Moved address

4.1

19.4

4.5

5.6

23.3

7.7

5.4

25.3

7.6

Moved to a less
prosperous area

0.9

21.9

1.1

1.5

18.9

1.7

1.3

30.3

2.1

Health events

Location of residence
events

a

Notes for Table 22: The share of all poverty entries that is accounted for by some event j is given by:
Pr (event j) x Pr (enter poverty |event j)
share of all entries accounted for by event j =
Pr (enter poverty)
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5.5
Summary of findings

W

e have considered various potential
‘trigger events’ for movements into
and out of poverty, such as changes
in labour market attachment and changes in the
household’s demographic composition. Results
provide information that answer two relevant
questions:
(1) Of all observed poverty exits (or entries), what
fraction of them is attributable to each event?
(2) Are an individual’s chances of exiting (or
entering) poverty higher if they experience
one event as opposed to another?
Results show that the labour market events,
non-labour income events, demographic events
and change of residence events examined
are all associated with an elevated probability
of poverty exit. Employment is a key factor
for people living in working-age families.
In particular, an increase in the number of
employed people in the household (with no
change in household size) is strongly associated
with poverty exit. Positive health and disability
events are, however, not associated with an
increase in likelihood of exiting poverty.
Similar to poverty exit, we find that a number
of potential triggers are associated with an
elevated risk of entry into poverty, including
adverse labour market events, demographic
events and change of residence events. Most
notable is that a decline in household labour
earnings increases the risk of poverty entry by
over 50%, and such a decline occurs in 35%
of poverty entries. Any change in family type
similarly increases the risk of poverty entry, while
formation of a single-parent family is particularly
strongly associated with poverty entry. However,
formation of a single-parent family accompanies
only 3.4% of poverty entries because it is a
comparatively rare event, on average affecting
1.2% of people each year. As with poverty exit,
health and disability events do not appear to be
triggers for poverty entry.
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6.
Multivariate analysis of
the factors impacting the
duration of poverty spells
and ‘non-poverty’ spells
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This section analyses the lengths of poverty spells for individuals who
become poor and, for those who escape poverty, the length of time between
completing one poverty spell and commencing another poverty spell.
There is a close connection between this research and the analysis reported
in the previous section, because both are concerned with poverty transition
rates. In Section 5, we related poverty entry and exit rates to trigger events,
considering all poverty exits and entries regardless of how long individuals
had been at risk of making the poverty transition.

B

y contrast, in this section, the length of
time at risk is integral to the analysis. We
now explicitly allow for the possibility
that poverty exit (and re-entry) rates vary not
only with personal characteristics, but also with
the length of time that individuals have already
been poor (or the length of time since their last
poverty spell ended).
Before moving further, it is essential to keep in
mind that it is impossible to model the risk of
individuals’ first entry into poverty or first exit
from poverty. We do not know the pre-2001
income histories of those who were seen to
be poor or not poor in 2001. Thus, our models

analyse the length of spells in poverty among
those who entered poverty after 2001 and
poverty recurrence times for those who finished
a poverty spell after 2001.13
To proceed with our analysis, we construct
a sample of poverty spells at the individual
level and analyse these by presenting
empirical ‘survival’ functions and by estimating
multivariate ‘hazard’ regression models. Our
sample is composed of 36,260 poverty spells
and 55,883 non-poverty spells.

13. For individuals born after commencement of the HILDA Survey in 2001 it is possible to examine their complete life history of poverty up to 2019
but restricting to this cohort considerably reduces the population that is examined, essentially restricting the study to children.
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6.1
Empirical survival functions
for poverty spells

F

igure 3 presents the empirical survival
functions for poverty spells for all persons,
and separately for working-age families
and older persons. It shows, for all those who
commence a poverty spell, the proportion still
(continuously) in poverty in each year after
commencement of the spell. (The estimates
underlying the figure are presented in Table A1
in the Appendix, which additionally presents the
‘hazard’ (exit) rate at each spell duration.)

then levels off, although it continues to decline
across the entire 16 years examined in the figure.
The results suggest that short poverty spells
are the rule for the majority, while relatively long
spells still affect a critical minority.
When comparing people in working-age families
with older people, survival rates are significantly
higher for older people. For example, poverty
spells are at least 10 years for approximately
14% of older people who commenced a poverty
spell, compared with 3% of people in workingage families who commenced a poverty spell.

Looking at the results for all individuals who
commence a poverty spell (green line), we
see that the ‘survival rate’ initially declines—
approximately 44% of poverty spells last beyond
one year, 27% last more than two years and 17%
last more than three years. The rate of decline

Figure 3. Survival functions for poverty spells
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6.2
Multivariate models of
poverty exits

W

e turn now to multivariate models
of the poverty hazard rate. This
involves estimating the probability of
exiting the poverty spell at each spell duration,
conditional on not already having exited the
poverty spell, as a function of characteristics,
events and the spell duration itself.
Note that the sample examined comprises those
who commenced a poverty spell in the HILDA
Survey period, defined as being observed to be not
in poverty in one year and in poverty in the next
year. Thus, each poverty entry generates a new
non-poverty spell that forms part of our sample.
Characteristics that we include in all of the
models are the individual’s age, number and
ages of dependent children in the household,
number of adults in the household, family
type, highest educational attainment in the
household, presence of a household member
with a disability, decile of the SEIFA index of
advantage/disadvantage of the location of
residence, the region type of the location of
residence (major urban, other urban, other
region) and poverty depth. In one of the
specifications, we additionally consider the
potential ‘trigger events’ examined in Section 5.
Full itemisation of the explanatory variables is
provided in Table 23 and their mean values are
reported in Table A3 in the Appendix.

For poverty transitions between some year t–1
and t, the value of each explanatory variable that
we used was the value in the base year t–1. The
impact of spell duration on likelihood of exiting
poverty is captured by inclusion of dummy
indicator variables for each duration (measured
in years given the annual frequency of the
HILDA Survey).
The estimates presented in Table 23 are ‘mean
marginal effects’, interpreted as the effect on the
probability of poverty exit of a one-unit increase
in the explanatory variable holding other factors
constant, averaged over all observations in the
sample. For a dummy indicator variable (such as
the ‘female’ indicator), the estimate is the average
effect of the indicator being present (taking a
value of one as opposed to zero). For example,
the estimate for the 15 to 24 age dummy in
Specification 1 indicates that being aged 15 to
24 is on average associated with a 0.036 (or 3.6
percentage points) decrease in the probability of
poverty exit compared with being in the 45 to 54
reference group, all other factors held constant.
Table 23 reports estimates from five specifications.
The first three specifications examine all poverty
spells, comprising a base specification, a
specification that allows for the effects of SEIFA
decile and poverty depth to differ by family
type (through inclusion of ‘interaction’ terms)
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and a specification that includes variables for
trigger events.14 The fourth specification restricts
to people in working-age families and the fifth
specification restricts to older people.

reduces the probability of poverty exit,
although this effect is confined to working-age
families, for whom it on average decreases the
probability of exit by 9.2 percentage points.

Estimates for the spell duration variables show
that, consistent with the empirical survival function,
the longer individuals are in poverty, the less likely
they are to exit. This ‘duration dependence’ is
particularly strong among older people.

Greater poverty depth is associated with a
much-reduced probability of poverty exit,
although again the effect is confined to
working-age families for whom deep poverty
is associated with a 9.6 percentage-point
reduction in the probability of exit from poverty.

Comparing across age groups, individuals aged
55 to 84 are relatively less likely to exit poverty,
while individuals aged 25 to 34 are the most likely
to exit poverty, all else being equal. Those aged 15
to 24 and 35 to 44 are also relatively likely to exit
poverty. Somewhat surprisingly, individuals aged
85 and over are no less likely to exit poverty than
individuals aged 45 to 54, all else being equal.15
All else being equal, the more dependent children
in the household, the lower the probability
of exiting poverty. Each additional child on
average decreases the probability of exit by
approximately 2.5 percentage points. Moreover,
the presence of children aged under five further
reduces the probability of exit by approximately
three percentage points. This perhaps reflects
the high care requirements of young children
constraining the ability to increase household
employment and/or the high costs of child
care. A greater number of adults (defined as
people aged 15 and over who are not dependent
children) in the household is associated with
an increased likelihood of poverty exit, each
additional adult increasing the probability of exit
by approximately 2.5 percentage points.
The base specification and the specification
incorporating potential trigger events show that,
all else being equal, couples with dependent
children have the highest probability of poverty
exit, while single older people, followed by single
non-elderly females, have the lowest probabilities
of exit. (These effects are difficult to discern
in the specification that includes interactions
between family type and other variables.)
The highest level of educational attainment
in the household is associated with strong
effects on the probability of poverty exit, while
the presence of a household member with
a moderate or severe disability substantially

Significant positive effects on likelihood of poverty
exit are found for the socio-economic status of the
location of residence, even after controlling for a
variety of personal and household characteristics.
This may reflect greater employment opportunities
in more advantaged regions, although a positive
effect is also evident for people older than working
age. There is, moreover, a greater probability of
poverty exit for people living in non-urban regions,
although this effect is not statistically significant
for the specifications restricting to working-age
families and to older people.
Allowing effects of poverty depth to differ by
family type, we find no significant differences
among working-age families, while—as shown
by the specification restricting to older people—
deep poverty is not associated with a reduced
probability of exit for older people. Allowing
SEIFA effects to differ by family type shows
that its positive effects are largest for families
with dependent children and are smallest for
working-age singles. Effects of SEIFA do not
significantly differ between non-elderly couples
without children and older people.
The specification that includes variables for
potential trigger events shows significant positive
effects of a rise in the number of workers, a rise
in the number of full-time workers, a change in
family type, a decline in the number of people in
poor mental health and a decline in the number
of people in poor general health. However, a
decline in the number of people with a disability
is, surprisingly, associated with a decrease in the
probability of poverty exit. No significant effects
are found for family type changing to a couple
(with or without dependent children), experience
of serious injury or illness one to two years ago
but not in the last year, or moving house.

14. The trigger events are not included in the base specification because they have the potential to be ‘endogenous’, which in this context means
that changes in poverty status could precipitate these events rather than the events precipitating changes in poverty status. Caution is therefore
required in interpreting these estimates.
15. This may reflect the effects of loss of partner to death, whereby equivalised income rises after the death of the partner, for example because
superannuation income does not decline but the number of people depending on that income decreases from two to one.
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Table 23. Predictors of exit from poverty
All persons
I

II

III

Working-age
families

Older people

-0.029

ns

-0.034

ns

-0.172

Spell year 2

-0.16

-0.139

-0.168

-0.135

-0.282

Spell year 3

-0.237

-0.215

-0.243

-0.215

-0.345

Spell year 4

-0.269

-0.245

-0.276

-0.230

-0.420

Spell year 5

-0.329

-0.304

-0.331

-0.272

-0.519

Spell year 6

-0.351

-0.326

-0.349

-0.289

-0.529

Spell year 7

-0.379

-0.355

-0.380

-0.320

-0.531

Spell year 8

-0.437

-0.411

-0.435

-0.354

-0.639

Spell year 9 or more

-0.437

-0.413

-0.432

-0.379

-0.556

Baseline hazard function
Spell year 1

Age categories (Reference group: 45-54)
0-14

ns

0.029

ns

ns

-

15-24

0.036

0.045

0.021

0.035

-

25-34

0.061

0.068

0.053

0.060

-

35-44

0.038

0.040

0.032

0.040

55-64

-0.05

-0.048

-0.038

-0.052

-

65-74

-0.072

-0.070

-0.055

-0.076

-0.066

75-84

-0.063

-0.059

-0.041

ns

-0.059

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Number of dependent children in the household

85 and over

-0.024

-0.025

-0.028

-0.026

-

Children aged 0-4 years (dummy)

-0.032

-0.030

-0.025

-0.032

-

Children aged 5-9 years (dummy)

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Children aged 10-14 years (dummy)

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Children aged 15-24 years (dummy)

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Number of others in the household

0.026

0.025

0.024

0.021

0.096

0.026

-0.044

0.024

0.027

-

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Family type (Reference category: Non-elderly couples)
Couple with dependent children
Single-parent
Single non-elderly male
Single non-elderly female
Older couple

ns

0.045

ns

ns

-

-0.029

ns

-0.030

-0.038

-

ns

-0.056

ns

-

-0.055

Single older male

-0.042

ns

-0.042

-

ns

Single older female

-0.04

ns

-0.041

-

-

Educational attainment of the most educated household member (Reference category: Less than high school completion)
Bachelor’s degree or higher

0.112

0.108

0.104

0.117

0.083

Other post-school qualification

0.058

0.058

0.053

0.064

0.036

High school completion

0.026

0.027

0.022

0.031

ns

At least one household member has a disability

-0.067

-0.067

-0.074

-0.092

ns

In ‘deep’ poverty (income less than 75% of the
poverty line)

-0.072

-0.089

-0.074

-0.096

ns

0.015

0.012

0.014

0.016

0.009

Decile of SEIFA index of relative socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage

Region of residence (Reference category: Major urban)
Other urban
Non-urban region

ns

ns

ns

ns

ns

0.015

0.014

0.013

ns

ns

Notes for Table 23: The table reports mean marginal effects estimates obtained from logistic regression models of the probability
of exiting poverty. ns indicates the estimate is not significantly different from zero at the 10% level.
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Table 23. Predictors of exit from poverty (continued)
All persons
I

II

III

Working-age
families

Older people

-

ns

-

-

-

Interaction of family type and deep poverty
Couple with dependent children
Single-parent

-

ns

-

-

-

Single non-elderly male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single non-elderly female

-

ns

-

-

-

Older couple

-

0.089

-

-

-

Single older male

-

0.072

-

-

-

Single older female

-

0.08

-

-

-

-

0.016

-

-

-

Interaction of family type and SEIFA index
Couple with dependent children
Single-parent

-

0.006

-

-

-

Single non-elderly male

-

-0.009

-

-

-

Single non-elderly female

-

-0.006

-

-

-

Older couple

-

ns

-

-

-

Single older male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single older female

-

ns

-

-

-

Rise in number of workers

-

-

0.104

-

-

Rise in number of full-time workers

-

-

0.135

-

-

Change in family type

-

-

0.036

-

-

Family type changed to couple

-

-

ns

-

-

Decline in number of people in poor mental
health

-

-

0.021

-

-

Decline in number of people in poor general
health

-

-

0.025

-

-

Decline in number of people with a disability

-

-

-0.054

-

-

Serious injury/illness 1-2 years ago but not in
last year

-

-

ns

-

-

Trigger events

Moved address
Moved to a more prosperous area
Number of observations

ns
-

-

ns

-

-

36,191

36,191

36,191

27,545

8,646

Notes for Table 23: The table reports mean marginal effects estimates obtained from logistic regression models of the probability
of exiting poverty. ns indicates the estimate is not significantly different from zero at the 10% level.
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6.3
Empirical survival functions
for non-poverty spells

F

igure 4 presents analogous survival
functions to Figure 3, but instead of
examining poverty spells it examines
the length of spells out of poverty. A nonpoverty spell commences when an individual
exits poverty, so Figure 4 is, in fact, examining
durations to poverty re-entry—that is, the length
of time an individual who exits poverty is out of
poverty until they re-enter poverty.

The figure shows that the rate of poverty re-entry
is very high, with only 65% of those exiting poverty
still out of poverty one year later, 51% still out of
poverty two years later and 33% still (continuously)
out of poverty five years later. Re-entry rates are
considerably higher for older people; for example,
five years after exiting a poverty spell, only 25%
have not re-entered poverty.

Figure 4. Survival functions for non-poverty spells
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6.4
Multivariate models for
poverty re-entry

T

able 25 presents results from multivariate
models of the hazard rate for poverty reentry. The estimated models are analogous to
those for poverty exits, involving estimation of the
probability of exiting the non-poverty spell at each
spell duration, conditional on not already having
exited the non-poverty spell, as a function of
characteristics, events and the spell duration itself.
Characteristics that we include are the same as
for the models of poverty exit, with the exception
that poverty depth variables are replaced with
variables capturing proximity to poverty of those
above the poverty line, and the potential ‘trigger
events’ that are considered differ (as in Section
5). Full itemisation of the explanatory variables is
provided in Table 25 and their mean values are
reported in Table A3 in the Appendix.
Note that the sample examined comprises those
who exited a poverty spell in the HILDA Survey
period, defined as being observed to be in poverty
in one year and not in poverty in the next year.
Thus, each poverty exit generates a new nonpoverty spell that forms part of our sample.

As with Table 23, the estimates presented in Table
25 are ‘mean marginal effects’.
Estimates for the spell duration variables show
that, consistent with the empirical survival
function, the longer individuals are out of poverty,
the less likely they are to re-enter it. In contrast to
poverty exit—but consistent with greater poverty
vulnerability of older people—this duration
dependence is considerably stronger for people in
working-age families than older people. That is, for
people in working-age families, the probability of
poverty re-entry declines more quickly and further
as the length of time out of poverty increases.
Comparing across age groups, the probability
of poverty re-entry increases according to age
among individuals aged 25 and over. The risk of
poverty re-entry for children aged under 15 is
similar to that for people aged 35 to 44, while for
people aged 15 to 24 it is similar to that for people
aged 45 to 54. These patterns probably reflect
the fact that most people aged under 25 are living
with their parents, and the most common parent
age group for children aged under 15 is 35 to 44
and for children aged 15 to 24 it is 45 to 54.
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Table 24. Predictors of poverty re-entry
All persons
I

II

III

Working-age
families

Older people

-0.173

-0.182

-0.182

-0.168

ns

Spell year 2

-0.241

-0.249

-0.253

-0.228

-0.099

Spell year 3

-0.270

-0.278

-0.282

-0.254

-0.145

Spell year 4

-0.309

-0.317

-0.319

-0.288

-0.205

Spell year 5

-0.312

-0.319

-0.322

-0.287

-0.236

Baseline hazard function
Spell year 1

Spell year 6

-0.311

-0.319

-0.321

-0.294

-0.184

Spell year 7

-0.338

-0.346

-0.349

-0.320

-0.221

Spell year 8

-0.360

-0.367

-0.372

-0.355

-0.182

Spell year 9 or more

-0.364

-0.371

-0.374

-0.346

-0.243

-0.021

-0.025

-0.020

-0.020

-

Age categories (Reference group: 45-54)
0-14
15-24

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

25-34

-0.027

-0.029

-0.029

-0.023

-

35-44

-0.018

-0.019

-0.018

-0.016

-

55-64

0.055

0.054

0.056

0.051

-

65-74

0.072

0.070

0.073

0.067

-0.078

75-84

0.113

0.112

0.115

0.079

ns

85 and over

0.122

0.119

0.123

-

-

Number of dependent children in the
household

0.012

0.011

0.012

0.011

-

Children aged 0-4 years (dummy)

0.016

0.014

0.019

0.013

-

Children aged 5-9 years (dummy)

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Children aged 10-14 years (dummy)

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Children aged 15-24 years (dummy)

-0.018

-0.018

-0.021

-0.017

-

Number of others in the household

ns

ns

ns

ns

-0.031

Family type (Reference category: Non-elderly couples)
Couple with dependent children

ns

ns

ns

ns

-

Single-parent

0.058

0.080

0.058

0.055

-

Single non-elderly male

0.034

ns

0.033

0.032

-

Single non-elderly female

0.035

ns

0.034

0.032

-

Older couple

ns

ns

ns

-

ns

Single older male

ns

ns

ns

-

ns

Single older female

ns

ns

ns

-

-

Educational attainment of the most educated household member (Reference category: Less than high school completion)
Bachelor’s degree or higher

-0.076

-0.075

-0.076

-0.075

-0.089

Other post-school qualification

-0.037

-0.037

-0.037

-0.041

-0.022

High school completion

-0.045

-0.045

-0.044

-0.049

ns

At least one household member has a
disability

0.047

0.047

0.053

0.050

0.022

Near poverty (income less than 125% of the
poverty line)

0.130

0.138

0.130

0.129

0.132

-0.005

-0.004

-0.005

-0.005

-0.004

Decile of SEIFA index of relative socioeconomic advantage/disadvantage

Notes for Table 24: The table reports mean marginal effects estimates obtained from logistic regression models of the probability
of re-entering poverty. ns indicates the estimate is not significantly different from zero at the 10% level.
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Table 24. Predictors of poverty re-entry (continued)
Non-urban region

0.023

0.024

0.021

0.022

0.037

II

III

Working-age
families

Older people

0.008

0.008

ns

ns

0.021

Couple with dependent children

-

ns

-

-

-

Single-parent

-

ns

-

-

-

Single non-elderly male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single non-elderly female

-

ns

-

-

-

Older couple

-

-0.046

-

-

-

Single older male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single older female

-

-0.036

-

-

-

All persons
I
Region of residence (Reference category: Major urban)
Other urban
Interaction of family type and ‘near poverty’

Interaction of family type and SEIFA index
Couple with dependent children

-

-0.005

-

-

-

Single-parent

-

-0.004

-

-

-

Single non-elderly male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single non-elderly female

-

ns

-

-

-

Older couple

-

ns

-

-

-

Single older male

-

ns

-

-

-

Single older female

-

ns

-

-

-

Decline in number of workers

-

-

0.082

-

-

Decline in number of full-time workers

-

-

0.064

-

-

Change in family type

-

-

ns

-

-

Trigger events

Family type changed to single

0.036

Family type changed to single-parent

-

-

ns

-

-

Rise in number of people in poor mental
health

-

-

0.008

-

-

Rise in number of people in poor general
health

-

-

ns

-

-

Rise in number of people with a disability

-

-

-0.032

-

-

Serious personal injury/illness in last year

-

-

ns

-

-

Moved address

-

-

0.013

-

-

Moved to a more prosperous area

-

-

-0.019

-

-

Number of observations
55,662
55,662
55,662
47,752
7,910
Notes for Table 24: The table reports mean marginal effects estimates obtained from logistic regression models of the probability
of re-entering poverty. ns indicates the estimate is not significantly different from zero at the 10% level.
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All else being equal, the more dependent children
in the household, the higher the probability of
re-entering poverty. Each additional child on
average increases the probability of re-entry by
approximately 1.2 percentage points. The presence
of children aged under five further increases
the probability of entry by approximately
1.5 percentage points, while the presence of
dependent children aged 15 to 24 reduces the
probability of poverty re-entry—to the extent that
if the only dependent children in the household are
aged 15 to 24 there is a net slight decrease in the
probability of poverty re-entry. This may be due
to the ability of household members aged 15 to 24
to obtain employment and/or their (independent)
eligibility for government income support.
The number of adults in the household is not
associated with significant effects on poverty reentry for working-age families, but each additional
adult in the household of an older person acts to
decrease the probability of poverty re-entry by
3.1 percentage points. This may reflect the effects
of older people living with their children or other
family members (noting that the effects of being
partnered as opposed to single are captured by
the family type variables).
Comparing across family types, single parents,
followed by working-age single people, are more
likely to re-enter poverty, other factors held
constant. There are no significant differences
across the other family types. Higher educational
attainment in the household is associated with
lower risk of poverty re-entry, while the presence
of disability in the household is associated with a
higher risk of re-entry.
Closer proximity to poverty, as indicated by
income being within 125% of the poverty line
(noting that income must be at least 100% of the
poverty line for those in a non-poverty spell),
increases the risk of poverty re-entry by 13
percentage points, which represents a very large
increase in poverty risk.
As with poverty exit, significant positive effects on
likelihood of poverty exit are found for the socioeconomic status of the location of residence,
even after controlling for a variety of personal
and household characteristics. In addition, greater
population density is associated with a lower risk
of re-entering poverty.

In Specification II, which allows the effects of both
poverty proximity and SEIFA decile to differ by
family type, we find no significant differences
in the effects of being in near poverty among
working-age families, but we do find that the
increase in risk of poverty-re entry is smaller for
older couples and older single females than for the
other family types. Allowing SEIFA effects to differ
by family type shows that the beneficial effects
of a more prosperous region are approximately
twice as high for families with dependent children
(couple-parent or single-parent) as they are for
people in other family types.
The specification that includes variables for
potential trigger events shows significant
increases in the probability of poverty re-entry
associated with a decline in the number of
workers in the household, a decline in the number
of full-time workers in the household, a change
in family type to single (whether working age or
older), and a rise in the number of people in poor
mental health. Moving house is also associated
with an increased probability of poverty reentry, unless the move is to a more prosperous
neighbourhood, in which case there is a slight
reduction in risk of poverty re-entry. Somewhat
surprisingly—but consistent with the findings
for poverty exit—an increase in the number of
household members with a disability reduces the
probability of re-entering poverty.
No significant effects are evident for a change in
family type other than the change to being single,
including a change to being in a single-parent
family. Estimated effects of rise in the number
of household members in poor general health
and a household member experiencing a serious
personal injury or illness in the last year are also
not statistically significant.
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6.5
Summary of findings

M

ultivariate analysis allows us to consider
the independent roles of each of a
number of factors in precipitating
poverty entry and exit, holding other factors
constant. Our models of poverty exit allow
identification of the factors associated with
persistent poverty. They show that simply being
in poverty longer itself reduces the prospects of
exiting poverty from one year to the next.
Significant effects on poverty persistence are
found for a range of demographic characteristics.
Persistence tends to be lower for people aged 25 to
34 and couples with dependent children, although
the more dependent children in the family, the
more persistent is poverty. Single older people have
higher poverty persistence than partnered older
people. Higher educational attainment is associated
with lower poverty persistence, while—in contrast
to the findings on triggers presented in Section 5—
the presence of disability within the household is
associated with a lower probability of poverty exit,
all else being equal.
Perhaps unsurprising is that greater poverty
depth is associated with a lower probability of
exiting poverty. We also find that, holding all
else constant, living in a more disadvantaged
area decreases the probability of exiting

poverty. Interestingly, however, we find poverty
persistence is lowest in non-urban regions,
holding other factors (including the socioeconomic status of the area) constant.
Examining risk of re-entry into poverty, we again
find evidence of ‘duration dependence’: being
out of poverty longer itself reduces the chances
of re-entering poverty from one year to the next.
The risk of poverty re-entry tends to rise with
age and is greater the more dependent children
there are in the household. Other factors
constant, working-age single people and single
parents are at greater risk of poverty re-entry,
while higher educational attainment reduces the
risk of re-entry, and disability increases it.
Closer proximity to poverty—income less than
25% above the poverty line—substantially
increases the risk of slipping back into poverty.
Adverse effects are also found for people living
in more disadvantaged areas and additional
adverse effects are found for people living
in non-urban regions. Thus, while living in a
non-urban region is associated with a greater
likelihood of exiting poverty for those in poverty,
it is also associated with a greater likelihood of
re-entering poverty for those not in poverty.

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia:
Evidence from the HILDA Survey, 2001 to 2019

7.
Conclusions and
implications
of findings
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T

his study has presented new evidence
on the dynamics of income poverty in
Australia, with a particular emphasis on the
drivers of persistence in poverty and the drivers
of entry or re-entry into poverty.

Much of what we find is to be expected, in that
many of the characteristics and events that
increase the risk of poverty at a point in time
also increase the risk of poverty persistence
and recurrence. This is nonetheless important
confirmatory evidence that focusing poverty
reduction efforts on particular groups in the
community is justified, not just from a shortterm perspective, but also from the perspective
of reducing long-term suffering.16 Our findings
are also broadly consistent with international
evidence on poverty persistence.

Importantly, however, we also obtain findings
that could not reasonably be characterised
as already known or established by existing
international studies. This includes evidence on
the relative risks of factors for persistent poverty
(who is more in need of help among those in
need), and evidence on nuances in the nature
and determinants of poverty dynamics. For
example, we find that living in a disadvantaged
neighbourhood increases the risk of persistent
poverty, independent of the personal
characteristics of the individuals living there.
The mechanisms underpinning this finding are
not clear, but it suggests that poverty risk is not
simply a function of personal traits such as age,
education, family circumstances and health.

16. A caveat to be noted is that, while our approach is consistent with existing literature internationally, a limitation of some concern is the failure
to account for wealth, and in particular home wealth. This is mainly relevant to older people, and therefore our findings in respect of those in the
retirement phase of life are of somewhat limited policy relevance. For those in the retirement life-cycle stage, it is imperative that non-cash sources
of income, such as are provided by owner-occupied housing, are taken into account. This is a topic for further research.

The Dynamics of Income Poverty in Australia

While this report is not about the evaluation
of specific policy measures aimed at reducing
poverty, our findings provide highly relevant
information for policy-makers and nongovernment entities seeking to tackle poverty.
Results in Section 5 draw attention to the
importance of the labour market in providing a
route out of poverty for working-age individuals.
However, our results also suggest that labour
market-related anti-poverty policy measures
may not be sufficient. Certain members of
society have very constrained access to paid
work, such as people with disability, older people
and those with high caring responsibilities,
and have high risks of persistent poverty. For
example, the finding that the more dependent
children in the household, the lower the
probability of exiting poverty, draws attention
to the importance of assisting with child care so
that more individuals can combine paid work
with family responsibilities. Additional assistance
with child-care costs also seems fundamental.
Our analysis also highlights the importance of
measures geared towards reducing poverty reentry rates.
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Appendix
Table A1. Percentage remaining poor and exit rates from poverty (%), by duration, for all persons
beginning a poverty spell (all individuals and by family type)
Number of years since started
poverty spell

Total number of individuals
at risk of poverty exit at start
period

Cumulative proportion
remaining poor

Annual exit rate from poverty
(%)

All individuals
1

17,478

44.0

56.1

2

7,030

26.8

39.0

3

3,873

18.8

30.0

4

2,413

13.8

26.6

5

1,598

10.9

20.7

6

1,117

8.9

18.7

7

795

7.4

16.4

8

588

6.5

12.8

9

425

5.8

10.1

10

320

4.9

15.3

11

236

4.1

16.1

12

154

3.5

15.6

13

103

3.2

8.7

14

68

3.0

7.4

15

40

2.9

2.5

16

18

2.2

22.2

People in working-age families
1

14,260

42.15

57.85

2

5,466

24.98

40.74
31.49

3

2,896

17.11

4

1,761

12.03

29.7

5

1,094

9.02

25.05

6

717

6.92

23.29
20.55

7

472

5.5

8

336

4.51

17.86

9

219

3.96

12.33

10

156

3.27

17.31

11

107

2.48

24.3

12

57

1.87

24.56

13

31

1.69

9.68

14

21

1.29

23.81

15

10

1.29

0

16

5

0.77

40

1

3,532

56.17

43.83

Older people

2

1,777

39.96

28.87

3

1,124

31.14

22.06

4

753

26.22

15.8

5

572

23.61

9.97

6

450

21.4

9.33

7

354

19.41

9.32

8

275

18.35

5.45

9

221

17.02

7.24

10

174

14.87

12.64

11

135

13.55

8.89

12

103

12.23

9.71
7.89

13

76

11.27

14

47

11.27

0

15

30

10.89

3.33

16

13

9.22

15.38

Notes for Table A1: Kaplan-Meier product-limit estimates based on all non-left-censored poverty spells (first spell observed) from
HILDA 2001 to 2019.
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Table A2. Percentage remaining non-poor and re-entry rates to poverty (%), by duration, for all
persons ending a poverty spell (all individuals and by family type)
Number of years since started
poverty spell

Total number of individuals
at risk of poverty re-entry at
start period

Cumulative proportion
remaining non-poor

Annual re-entry rate to
poverty (%)

34.54

All individuals
1

16,681

65.46

2

9,904

51.14

21.87

3

6,920

42.46

16.98
12.58

4

5,134

37.12

5

3,951

32.79

11.67

6

3,049

29.16

11.05

7

2,388

26.61

8.75

8

1,887

24.69

7.21

9

1,548

23.18

6.14

10

1,255

21.81

5.9

11

1,001

20.44

6.29

12

796

18.95

7.29

13

584

17.68

6.68

14

403

16.5

6.7

15

252

15.32

7.14

16

112

12.17

20.54

People in working-age families
1

13,792

68.34

31.66

2

8,453

54.51

20.24

3

5,960

45.98

15.65
11.46

4

4,451

40.71

5

3,440

36.27

10.9

6

2,674

32.73

9.76

7

2,112

30.22

7.67
5.65

8

1,681

28.51

9

1,389

27.01

5.26

10

1,130

25.68

4.96

11

914

24.19

5.8
6.05

12

727

22.72

13

533

21.36

6

14

366

20.13

5.74

15

222

18.77

6.76

16

99

14.98

20.2

Older people
1

3,257

57.11

42.89

2

1,712

41.93

26.58

3

1,151

33.11

21.03

4

818

27.61

16.63

5

612

23.73

14.05

6

453

19.75

16.78

7

334

16.97

14.07

8

248

14.16

16.53

9

181

12.44

12.15

10

143

10.88

12.59

11

101

9.8

9.9

12

81

8.11

17.28

13

55

7.07

12.73

14

41

6.04

14.63

15

30

5.43

10

16

13

4.18

23.08

Notes for Table A2: Kaplan-Meier product-limit estimates based on all non-left-censored poverty spells (first spell observed)
from HILDA 2001 to 2019.

89

90

Breaking Down Barriers Report Series

Table A3. Mean values of explanatory variables in models of poverty exit (%)
Age group
0-14

17.8

15-24

15.9

25-34

8.4

35-44

9.5

45-54

10.2

55-64

12.2

65-74

14.7

75-84

9.3

85 and over

2.2

Number of dependent children in the household

0.9

Children aged 0-4 years (dummy)

12.4

Children aged 5-9 years (dummy)

11.4

Children aged 10-14 years (dummy)

10.6

Children aged 15-24 years (dummy)

7.5

Number of others in the household

2.0

Family type
Non-elderly couples

13.6

Couple with dependent children

27.4

Single-parent

14.0

Single non-elderly male

10.7

Single non-elderly female

10.5

Older couple

13.2

Single older male

2.7

Single older female

7.9

Educational attainment of the most educated member of the household
Bachelor’s degree or higher

15.1

Other post-school qualification

37.8

High school completion

15

Less than high school completion

32.2

At least one household member has a disability

51.4

In ‘deep’ poverty

40

Decile of SEIFA index of relative socio-economic advantage/
disadvantage

4.4

Region of residence
Major urban

55.5

Other urban

27.5

Non-urban region

17

Trigger events
Rise in number of workers

9.9

Rise in number of full-time workers

5.9

Change in family type

12.3

Family type changed to couple

1.8

Decline in number of people in poor mental health

11.7

Decline in number of people in poor general health

10.8

Decline in number of people with a disability

7.6

Serious injury/illness 1-2 years ago but not in last year

9.9

Moved address

20.2

Moved to a more prosperous area
Observations

3.6
36,191
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Table A4. Mean values of explanatory variables in models of poverty re-entry (%)
Age group
0-14

18.3

15-24

16.7

25-34

14.2

35-44

11.6

45-54

12.9

55-64

10.2

65-74

9.8

75-84

4.9

85 and over

1.3

Number of dependent children in the household

1.0

Children aged 0-4 years (dummy)

13.6

Children aged 5-9 years (dummy)

13.1

Children aged 10-14 years (dummy)

13.2

Children aged 15-24 years (dummy)

9.7

Number of others in the household

2.2

Family type
Non-elderly couples

18.0

Couple with dependent children

38.4

Single-parent

10.7

Single non-elderly male

10.4

Single non-elderly female

8.2

Older couple

8.7

Single older male

1.7

Single older female

3.9

Educational attainment of the most educated member of the household
Bachelor’s degree or higher

25.2

Other post-school qualification

40.8

High school completion

13.8

Less than high school completion

20.1

At least one household member has a disability

39.4

Near poverty

33.3

Decile of SEIFA index of relative socio-economic advantage/
disadvantage

5.1

Region of residence
Major urban

58.9

Other urban

25.1

Non-urban region

16.0

Trigger events
Rise in number of workers

7.32

Rise in number of full-time workers

7.04

Change in family type

10.7

Family type changed to single

2.89

Family type changed to single-parent

1.21

Rise in number of people in poor mental health

13.6

Rise in number of people in poor general health

11.5

Rise in number of people with a disability

8.7

Serious personal injury/illness in last year

9.07

Moved address

17.9

Moved to a less prosperous area
Observations

3.4
55,662
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Breaking Down Barriers
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.

Melbourne Institute: Applied Economic & Social Research
The Melbourne Institute is a research-only, academic department in
the Faculty of Business and Economics at the University of Melbourne
with over 58 years of experience informing and shaping economic
and social policy. The Melbourne Institute’s list of longstanding
accomplishments includes playing an active role in the establishment
of the Henderson Poverty Line (by inaugural director Ronald
Henderson), the development of the blueprint for Medibank/Medicare
(John Deeble and Dick Scotton), the execution of the HILDA Survey
and resulting analyses (Mark Wooden), the creation and running of
the Australian Economic Review, the establishment of the consumer
sentiment index (our longest-running survey having been established
in 1973 and now conducted in partnership with Westpac), and a host
of many other achievements that have resulted from the engagement
of researchers as part of the bedrock that informs macroeconomic,
microeconomic and social policy in Australia.
The Melbourne Institute is home to more than 50 economic
researchers that are supported by survey methodologists and data
scientists. Their work is recognised internationally by both academic
and policy communities. All work undertaken by the Melbourne
Institute is independent and impartial.
From its inception, researchers have been engaged in
understanding poverty and disadvantage from a range of
perspectives. This work has been in partnership with other
organisations such as the Brotherhood of St. Laurence, as a
node of the ARC-funded Centre of Excellence for Children and
Families over the Life Course, and a range of commonwealth and
state government departments. Current projects that affect our
understanding of poverty or disadvantage include studies to
understand employment, family dynamics, social housing, tax
and transfer policies, consumer expectations, the delivery of
health care, intergenerational disadvantage and studies of
particular populations in Australia.

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.

