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New research published by ACOSS 
finds that those on the lowest social 
security payments face the greatest 
hardship. The social security system 
is poorly designed to prevent poverty.1

The ACOSS report draws on a study by 
the Social Policy Research Centre, in 
collaboration with ACOSS and member 
organisations, that surveyed access to 
essential items across the Australian 
population in 2006. Respondents 
were asked what they regarded as 
the essentials of life, whether their 
household had these items, and if not, 
whether this was because they could 
not afford them.

Examples included a decent and 
secure home and access to dental 
treatment when needed. Only those 
items which more than half of those 
surveyed considered essential were 
used as indicators of deprivation. 2

The average level of multiple 
deprivation across the whole 
population was 19%. However, the 
following groups faced a much higher 
risk of hardship (see table 1): 

Indigenous people, sole parent 
families, unemployed people, people 
with disabilities and renters stood 
out as groups most likely to lack the 
essentials of life. 
	
In contrast to the overall population, 
65% of Indigenous people, 54% of 
unemployed people, 49% of sole 
parent families, 27% of people with 
disabilities, 53% of public tenants, and 
48% of private tenants experienced 
multiple deprivation.3

On average, young people were 
more likely to experience multiple 
deprivation (27%) than middle aged 
(19%) or mature aged people (12%).

Among mature age people, those who 
rent their homes stood out as a group 
most likely to experience multiple 
deprivation (39%) and single mature 
age people (19%) were more likely to 
experience multiple deprivation than 
couples (8%).

People living in Victoria (21%), 
Queensland (21%), and South 
Australia (20%) were slightly 
more likely to experience multiple 
deprivation than residents of other 
States and Territories, and residents of 
the Australian Capital Territory (10%) 
and Western Australia (12%) were less 
likely.

By at-risk 
group Per cent By age Per cent By State/Territory Per cent

Indigenous 
people 65% Under 25 

years 27% Victoria 21%

Unemployed 
people 54% 26-64 years 19% Queensland 21%

Public 
Tenants 53% Over 64 

years (all) 12% South Australia 20%

Sole parents 49% Over 64 
(renting) 39% New South Wales 19%

Private 
tenants 48% Over 64 

(single) 19% Northern Territory 19%

People with 
disabilities 27%

Over 64 
(couple) 8% Tasmania 17%

Over 64 
(less than 
$500pw)

12% Western Australia 12%

Over 64 
(over 
$700pw)

3% Australian Capital 
Territory 10%

All persons 19% All persons 19% All persons 19%

Missing Out : which 
income support 
recipients are most at 
risk of  hardship?
Peter Davidson | Senior Policy Officer, ACOSS

Source: Data provided to ACOSS from New Indicators of Disadvantage project. 
For background see Saunders, Naidoo & Griffiths 2007, Towards new indicators of 
disadvantage, Social Policy Research Centre, University of NSW.

To paint a clearer picture of hardship among social security recipients, the ACOSS 
report also examined access to 12 items that were regarded by most people as 
essential (see table 2). 

Table 1: Percentage of each group experiencing multiple deprivation  
(lacking at least 3 essential items)

This report underscores 
the case for any increase 
to extend to all social 
security recipients, and 
for a reassessment of  the 
adequacy of  Rent Assistance 
which covers only a small 
fraction of  the costs of  
renting privately.
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The key findings regarding access to 
these 12 essential items are:

The overall proportion of the 
population lacking one or more of 
these items was generally low (well 
under 20% in most cases), reflecting 
Australia’s status as a high income 
nation.

However recipients of Parenting 
Payment (mainly sole parents), 
Newstart Allowance (unemployed 
people), and Disability Support 
Pension stood out as being well 
over twice as likely as the general 
community to go without most of these 
items.

Among mature age people those who 
rent rather than own their homes 
stood out as being much more likely 
to lack these items. Single mature age 
people were also significantly more 
likely than other mature age people to 
lack these essentials.

Essential item all 
people

Newstart
Allowance

Parenting
Payment

Disability
Support
Pension

Age
Pension

Mature age (over 64 years)

renting single married income 
>$700pw

decent and 
secure home 6.6 23.1 43.1 7.1 7.3 29.8 8.3 2.1 2.9

could not pay 
utility bill 12.5 27.5 56.6 28.6 5.6 8.8 3.3 2.2 0

$500 in 
emergency 
savings

17.6 53.8 55.8 42.2 10.1 39.3 14.5 8.2 3

home contents 
insurance 9.5 55.6 51.9 31.0 7.6 28.6 11.1 2.1 2.9

unable to buy 
prescribed 
medicines

3.9 16.7 12.5 11.4 2.0 6.7 4.5 0.6 2.9

dental treatment 13.9 44.7 54.0 32.4 12.9 28.1 17.5 5.9 2.9

regular social 
contact 4.7 20.6 14.9 18.1 5.4

presents for 
family and 
friends

6.6 29.7 27.7 26.4 7.2 19.6 8.9 3 0

week’s holiday 
away from home 22.4 69.4 63.3 52.9 23.5 43.9 27.2 14.4 3

bedroom for 
each child >10 6.1 8.6 20.0    

up to date 
schoolbooks & 
clothes

3.8 6.5 24.0    

hobby or leisure 
activity for 
children

5.7 24.2 39.6    

Table 2: Percentage of social security recipients and mature age people lacking 12 essential items (2006)

Source: Data provided to ACOSS by Social Policy Research Centre; for details of source see Saunders et al 2007, Towards new 
indicators of disadvantage, Social Policy Research Centre November 2007.

Note: Shaded areas represent cases where the risk of deprivation exceeds twice that of the general population (the figures in the 
first column).
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Is the social security system 
inadequate?

These findings have implications 
for policy because many of those at 
greatest risk of hardship – such as 
unemployed people, sole parents, 
young people and people with 
disabilities - receive the lowest social 
security payments (such as Newstart 
or Youth Allowance). This suggests 
that the system is poorly designed to 
reduce poverty.

Social security payments are well 
below typical community incomes. 
In December 2008 the base rate 
for a single pensioner was $281 
per week while Newstart Allowance 
for an unemployed adult was $225 
per week and a young person living 
independently of their parents 
received up to $178. A sole parent with 
two school age children on Parenting 
Payment received $477 per week 
(including Family Tax Benefit). 

The Government is reviewing the 
adequacy of pensions through the 

Harmer Review, while the Henry 
Review of the tax-transfer system will 
consider the social security system as 
a whole. 

The outcome of the Harmer Review 
is likely to be announced in this 
year’s Federal Budget. Media reports 
indicate that age pensions are likely 
to be increased for single people and 
that this may also extend to disability 
pensioners and carers. It is not clear 
whether sole parents on Parenting 
Payment Single, who are currently 
paid at pension rates, will receive from 
any increases. Also, the Government 
has not yet committed to increasing 
the lower allowance payments such as 
Newstart Allowance.

The missing out report underscores the 
case for payments to be reassessed, 
along with the adequacy of rent 
assistance which covers only a small 
fraction of the costs of renting privately.

In its Budget submission, ACOSS 
called for a $30 per week increase 
in Newstart and other allowances for 

single people and for a 30% increase 
in Rent Assistance. 

1  ‘Who is missing out, hardship among low 
income Australians’, ACOSS Info Paper 
391, is available on the ACOSS website – 
www.acoss.org.au

2   From the New Indicators of Disadvantage 
project conducted by Professor Saunders 
and colleagues at the Social Policy Re-
search Centre in collaboration with ACOSS, 
Brotherhood of St Laurence, Mission Aus-
tralia and Anglicare NSW.

3  Carers of people with disabilities are 
another group at risk of financial hardship, 
but there were not enough carers in the 
survey sample to draw clear conclusions 
about their circumstances. Other reports 
emphasise the severe impacts of prolonged 
caring on the health and finances of 
many carers (King 2008, Who is caring 
for the carers?, Anglicare NSW; NATSEM 
2008, Women carers in financial stress, 
Commonwealth Financial Planning and 
Carers Australia). 




