PEER D
REVIEWED
FINAL INQUIRY REPORT /\\
“\//// /\
FINAL REPORT NO. 332 ¢ ( !

i >

- ‘Apathway to where?” &
Inquiryinto understanding .

Authored by Publication Date July 2020
Kristy Muir, UNSW Sydney DOI110.18408/ahuri-7118001
Abigail Powell, UNSW Sydney

Kathleen Flanagan, University of Tasmania

Wendy Stone, Swinburne University of Technology

Selina Tually, University of South Australia
Debbie Faulkner, University of Adelaide
Chris Hartley, UNSW Sydney

Hal Pawson, UNSW Sydney



Title

‘A pathway to where?’ Inquiry into understanding and
reimagining social housing pathways

Authors

Kristy Muir, UNSW Sydney

Abigail Powell, UNSW Sydney

Kathleen Flanagan, University of Tasmania

Wendy Stone, Swinburne University of Technology
Selina Tually, University of South Australia

Debbie Faulkner, University of Adelaide

Chris Hartley, UNSW Sydney

Hal Pawson, UNSW Sydney

ISBN

1-925334-96-1

Key words

Social housing, public housing, community housing, policy,
operational policy, practice, housing pathways, systems thinking

Series

AHURI Final Report
Number

332

ISSN

1834-7223

Publisher

Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited
Melbourne, Australia

DOI
10.18408/ahuri-7118001
Format

PDF, online only

URL

http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/332

Recommended citation

Muir, K., Powell, A., Flanagan, K., Stone, W., Tually, S., Faulkner,
D., Hartley, C., and Pawson, H. (2020) ‘A pathway to
where?’ Inquiry into understanding and reimagining
social housing pathways, AHURI Final Report No. 332,
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited,
Melbourne, https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-
reports/332, doi: 10.18408/ahuri-7118001.

Related reports and documents

Powell, A., Meltzer, A., Martin, C., Stone, W., Liu, E., Flanagan,
K., Muir, K. and Tually, S. (2019) The construction of social
housing pathways across Australia, AHURI Final Report
No. 316, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute
Limited, Melbourne, http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/
final-reports/316, doi: 10.18408/ahuri-7118101.

Flanagan, K., Levin, |, Tually, S., Varadharajan, M., Verdouw,
J., Faulkner, D., Meltzer, A. and Vreugdenhil, A. (2020)
Understanding the experience of social housing
pathways, AHURI Final Report No. 324, Australian
Housing and Urban Research Institute, Melbourne,
http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/324, doi:
10.18408/ahuri-4118301.

AHURI

AHURI is a national independent research network with an
expert not-for-profit research management company, AHURI
Limited, at its centre.

AHURI's mission is to deliver high quality research that
influences policy development and practice change

to improve the housing and urban environments of all
Australians.

Using high quality, independent evidence and through active,
managed engagement, AHURI works to inform the policies
and practices of governments and the housing and urban
development industries, and stimulate debate in the broader
Australian community.

AHURI undertakes evidence-based policy development

on a range of priority policy topics that are of interest

to our audience groups, including housing and labour
markets, urban growth and renewal, planning and
infrastructure development, housing supply and affordability,
homelessness, economic productivity, and social cohesion
and wellbeing.

Acknowledgements

This material was produced with funding from the Australian
Government and state and territory governments. AHURI
Limited gratefully acknowledges the financial and other
support it has received from these governments, without
which this work would not have been possible.

AHURI Limited also gratefully acknowledges the
contributions, both financial and in-kind, of its university
research partners who have helped make the completion of
this material possible.

Disclaimer

The opinions in this report reflect the views of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect those of AHURI Limited, its
Board, its funding organisations or Inquiry panel members.
No responsibility is accepted by AHURI Limited, its Board
or funders for the accuracy or omission of any statement,
opinion, advice or information in this publication.

AHURI journal

AHURI Final Report journal series is a refereed series
presenting the results of original research to a diverse
readership of policy makers, researchers and practitioners.

Peer review statement

An objective assessment of reports published in the AHURI
journal series by carefully selected experts in the field
ensures that material published is of the highest quality. The
AHURI journal series employs a double-blind peer review of
the full report, where anonymity is strictly observed between
authors and referees.

Copyright
© Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited

2020

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License, see http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways


http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/332
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/332
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/332
http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/316
http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/316
http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/324
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Inquiry panel members
Each AHURI Inquiry is supported by a panel of experts drawn from the research, policy and practice communities.

The Inquiry Panel are to provide guidance on ways to maximize the policy relevance of the research and draw together the
research findings to address the key policy implications of the research. Panel members for this Inquiry:

Heather Holst, Justice Victoria

George Housakos, PWC

Ari Kraemer PWC

Marion Bennett,Mission Australia

Kim Bomford, Housing Choices Tasmania

Anne Campbell, NSW Family and Community Services

Humair Ahmad, NSW Family and Community Services

Belinda Hallsworth, SA Housing Authority

Michael Hicks, SA Housing Authority

Sherri Bruinhout, Department of Housing and Human Services, Victoria

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways



Contents

List of tables

1.2 Inquiry Panel

1.3 Projects

]:4 Research methods

1.4

1.4.2

1.4.3

1.4.4 Qualitative interviews

2.2 Impact of operational policies

2.3 Impact of the wider policy environment

3. Who is moving into, within and out of
social housing?

3.1 Who is moving into, within and out of
social housing, and why?

311

3.1.2 Demographic profile of current social

housing tenants

313

3.1.4

315

3.1.6 Social housing exits (compared to

new entrants)

3.1.7 Non-exits from social housing: benefits

of secure, affordable housing

3.3.1 What does existing administrative data
tell us about entries, exits and mobility
within social housing?

3.3.2 How can existing data be used most
effectively for policy innovation about
social housing pathways?

4. Tenant experiences of social housing
pathways

41 The effects of wider changes in social
policy on social housing pathways

4.2 Tenant experiences, behaviours and
interdependencies in social housing
pathways

4.2.1 Accessing and transferring within social

housing

4.2.2 Influence of housing providers and
structural constraints

4.2.3 Conceptualising social housing as a
pathway or a destination

5.1 Final remarks

References

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways



List of tables

Table 1: Number of social housing dwellings

17

27

Table 3: Household transfers as a proportion
of all public housing and SOMIH households,
2016-17

31

Table 4: Selected demographic characteristics
of transferred households, by social housing

32

33

34

Table 7: Households that exited from public
housing and SOMIH, by state and territory,

34

Table 8: Social housing status and changes
for people in receipt of government benefits

36

Table 9: Employment status of tenants aged
15-64 living in public housing, SOMIH and

37

Table 10: Self-reported benefits gained by
tenants living in social housing, by social

39

List of figures

Figure 1: Social housing policy implies a

17

Figure 4: Proportion of owner and renter
households in Australia, 1994-95 to 2017-18,

26

Figure 5: Proportion of social housing tenant
households living in public housing, community

26

Figure 6: Visualisation of data gaps, blind spots
and options for housing assistance policy

40

52

53

Acronyms and abbreviations
used in this report

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

AHURI  Australian Housing and Urban Research
Institute Limited

AIFS Australian Institute of Family Studies

AIHW Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

AURIN Australian Urban Research Infrastructure
Network

CRA Commonwealth Rent Assistance

DOMINO Data Over Multiple Individual Occurrences

DHS Department of Human Services

GP General Practitioner

ICH Indigenous Community Housing

NDIS National Disability Insurance Scheme

NRAS National Rental Affordability Scheme

NSW New South Wales

NT Northern Territory

PC Productivity Commission

PIA Priority Investment Approach (dataset)

PRA Private Rental Assistance

SA South Australia

SOMIH  State Owned and Managed Indigenous
Housing

WA Western Australia

Glossary

A list of definitions for terms commonly used
by AHURI is available on the AHURI website
www.ahuri.edu.au/research/glossary.

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways


http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/glossary

Executive
summary

Key points

Demand for social housing in Australia significantly exceeds supply.

The policy response to the demand has focused on ‘pathways’, with
pathways being shaped by increased targeting to people with the
highest needs.

As a result, there are inconsistencies between operational policies
and the reality of people’s lives as they traverse housing pathways;

Reimagining social housing pathways requires:

« Solutions that move away from managing a waitlist by rationing
supply;

« Constructing realistic pathways that best enable positive tenant
outcomes;

* Rethinking social housing as infrastructure of care, within a
spectrum of housing assistance and supports across tenures.

As a society, it is critical we can answer the most frequent question
that emerged from this research project: ‘A pathway to where?’

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways
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Key findings

The demand and supply policy context

The demand for social housing is significant and waiting lists are long. In 2018, there were 140,600 applicants
on the wait list for public housing and 8,800 awaiting State Owned and Managed Indigenous Housing (SOMIH)
(AIHW 2019a) and 38,300 on the waitlist for mainstream community housing data (as at 2017) (AIHW 2018).

Available housing stock has been out-paced by growing numbers of households experiencing housing affordability
issues (Muir, Martin et al. 2018). This is partly due to a 7 per cent decrease in government expenditure on social
housing between 2011-2016 (Pawson, Parsell et al. 2018).

Policies that shape social housing pathways have evolved in response to high demand and decreased supply,
with a tighter targeting of eligibility and a rationing of housing to those of ‘highest need’. Consequently, over time,
public housing has shifted away from supporting the working class to supporting people who are in poverty and
have complex needs' (Hayward 1996; Chalkley 2012).

How are pathways into, within and out of social housing conceptualised and translated
into policy?

Policy implementation has largely been driven by a need to manage the social housing waiting list, rather than
ensuring positive housing outcomes (such as housing stability, affordability, security and safety) for tenants

and their households. Policies affecting entry into, movement within and out of social housing are predominantly
shaped by eligibility criteria and increased prioritisation of people with complex needs. Social housing policies
largely imply a throughput pathway (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Social housing policy implies a throughput pathway (an example)

POLICY IMPLIES
THEREIS A
DESTINATION

POLICY DRIVEN .  ELIGIBILITY
BY THE WAITLIST ASSESSMENT

COMBINED TENANTS AGEING TENANTS
CHECK AGAINST _ EMPLOYEDAND _~ TOMOVE T0
HOUSEHOLD NEEDS/ CHI(.JEUEVEETO AGED CARE

RENT/ USE OF PREMISES

l

EXIT
o C3o0m | AHURI
e

Source: The Centre for Social Impact

1 Complex needs is often used to describe people with compounding social and/or health issues (that often require different types of
supports), such as mental or physical iliness, disability, family violence, homelessness and/or substance abuse issues (Chalkley 2012).
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In practice, this means that having a very low income alone is rarely enough to access social housing. In this high
demand, low supply environment, low income eligibility almost always needs to be coupled with other complex
needs—including disability, poor physical or mental health, experience of family violence, exiting institutions or
being homeless or at risk of homelessness. Homelessness or being at risk of homelessness is the most common
pathway for entry into social housing because it is deemed as ‘highest need’ (AIHW 2018).

However, the situation is far more complex. Pathways are about the mobility of people moving through the
housing system as their circumstances change. The extent to which these preferences and needs can be met
depends on the context in which people live and the ecosystem surrounding them (see Figure 2).

This ecosystem has a significant impact on how policies play out across jurisdictions and for different people.
Pathways are also affected by people’s changing needs and household types; housing providers; how policies are
operationalised; the availability of stock; a lack of affordable alternatives; and the broader social, economic and
policy environment. While policy rhetoric recognises the non-linear nature of housing pathways, the operational
policies driving the shape and direction of social housing assistance do not adequately take account of this.

Who is moving into, within and out of social housing?

The number of people entering and exiting public and SOMIH properties between 2011 and 2018 reflects a trend
in decreasing supply.

Annual exits from public housing and SOMIH properties outstripped the number of newly allocated properties:

« In2017-18, 7.6 per cent of all public housing tenants and 8.6 per cent of all SOMIH tenants exited, but there
were only 6.7 per cent and 8.0 per cent of tenancies newly allocated respectively (AIHW 2019a).

« Between 2016-17 and 2017-18, the number of public housing exits increased by 14 per cent (26,369
households) (AIHW 2019a).

The current demographics of the social housing population reflect the application of policy over time, with

a number of cohorts overrepresented in social housing:

» People over 65 years;

» Children aged 0-14 years;

» People with caring responsibilities; and

» People with a disability (AIHW 2019a).

The prioritisation of people with complex needs has been increasing over time. This is most clearly evident in new

allocations of social housing. In 2017-18, a majority of all new allocations where need was recorded were to people

in ‘greatest need’? (AIHW 2019a).

The increasingly complex needs of these tenants raises questions about:

a. whether social housing should be seen as a transitional tenure on a housing pathway, or as an appropriate,
safe, stable destination point;

b. whether social housing is increasingly becoming an infrastructure of care for tenants with complex and
potentially ongoing support needs (Power and Mee 2019); and

c. how many people would be in a position to be able to transition out of social housing, without affordable
housing options and adequate supports in the private market.

2 Acombination of safety, health conditions, disability, caring responsibilities, Indigenous, under 25 years or over 75 years, homeless
and at risk of homelessness.

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways 3
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Despite policies that seek to increase exits and decrease waiting lists, 43 per cent of public tenants currently
residing in social housing have lived in that tenure for 10 years or more and the proportion of public housing
tenants with tenures over 10 years has been increasing over the last decade (AIHW 2019a).

Longitudinal data show similar trends, but with more transience. Baker, Leishman et al. (2020) recently examined
the stability, entries and exits of 10 million interactions with government services over 10 years using the Priority
Investment Approach (PIA) dataset. After categorising people into entry, exit and transient groups, they found that
the largest group of social housing tenants (33.9%) were ‘stable’. This group had remained in social housing for the
full 10-year period. They were demographically different from the others in the dataset—more likely to be older
and in receipt of an aged pension or a disability pension and out of the workforce.

Baker, Leishman et al. (2020) also found that 1in 10 (11.3%) were transitional exits (2.8% were in social housing,
left briefly and then returned while the remaining had multiple entries and exits from and to social housing).
Therefore, an exit out of social housing did not necessarily mean a successful stable housing outcome. Further,
on average, the people who fell into these transitional categories spent more time on social welfare/income
support than those in the stable category.

Movements within public housing and SOMIH have been limited (community housing data is not available).
National transfer rates were only at 2.7 per cent and 2.5 per cent respectively in 2016-17 (AIHW 2018). Moves within
social housing are tenant-initiated or landlord-initiated. Tenant-initiated transfers are most likely to result from
changing household circumstances. Landlord-initiated transfers usually relate to portfolio or tenancy management.
Both types of transfers are constrained by the wider policy context. There is, for example, very little housing stock
to transfer people to. National vacancy rates, for example, are at 4 per cent for public housing dwellings, 5 per cent
for community housing and 3 per cent for SOMIH dwellings (AIHW 2019a).

Interviews with tenants and housing providers in this study reflect the challenges faced by the lack of appropriate
stock for entries, transfers and exits. This is evident in the length of time people have to wait for more appropriate
housing to become available.

Challenges are also faced by providers trying to transfer tenants across providers in multi-provider systems,

despite the existence of common housing registers (waiting lists) in most jurisdictions. Some providers expressed
considerable frustration about the lack of legal levers to enforce older tenants living in larger properties to ‘downsize’
into smaller ones and free up larger homes for ‘families on the waiting list’. For many of the older tenants interviewed,
who had lived in public housing for decades, however, ‘moving on’ conflicted with their sense of belonging and their
connection to ‘home..

Like movements within social housing, exits can also be tenant or landlord initiated. From a landlord perspective,
exits can relate to changes to eligibility. Most housing authorities have policies in place regarding the eligibility of
tenants to continue in social housing, although there is wide variation across jurisdictions in relation to what is
reviewed and how often. Three of the most common eligibility exit policies relate to:

» Household changes: Social housing tenants are required to report household change to their landlord,
meaning that people leaving or joining a household (e.g. as a result of relationship changes) can affect tenants’
entitlement for social housing or a particular type of housing;

* Income: Most social housing providers operate a scheme of income-related rents, where tenants pay a
proportion of their household income as rent (between 25-30 per cent). Different types of income (e.g. salary
vs benefits) can be assessed differently for the purposes of calculating rent and also people’s eligibility to stay
in social housing.

» Use of premises by tenants and households: Tenants are subject to a range of obligations regarding the use
of their premises by both members of their household and visitors. Breach of these obligations can result in
tenancies being terminated and households leaving social housing.

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways 4



Executive
summary

Some tenants may choose to exit social housing. In our sample of 76 tenants?, 3 had chosen to leave. Two left
because they felt safer in unaffordable, unstable market housing than in their social housing. However, the biggest
challenge is that even if tenants choose to leave social housing, where do they exit to?

How do tenants experience moving into, within and out of social housing?

People’s experiences and their navigation of the social housing system were shaped not only by entry, exit and
throughput policies but also by operational policies and, importantly, by the relationships they had with housing
providers. Tenants’ experiences were profoundly influenced by the level of care (or lack of care) shown to them
by housing provider staff members.

They don't like you when you're articulate. | heard the way they talked to people in there—you know
they just want very dependent, frightened people. (tenant, NSW)

Tenant experiences were also significantly affected by the broader policy environment. Service fragmentation
within and outside of housing services was particularly problematic. Better integration is needed not only
between housing and housing related support services, but also between housing and non-housing services.

| was on Newstart at the time, | couldn’t afford—that’s the thing with being pregnant, they won't

put you on parenting payments 'til six weeks, sometimes longer after you've had your child. So |
struggled really hard the first six weeks of having her. Just daily food and then trying to afford the
rent and stuff before my payments had come in—it was super-tight. | couldn’t do anything for those
six weeks. (tenant, South Australia)

Itis clear that for tenants, and also for many providers across the four jurisdictions studied, social housing is
not regarded as a stepping stone but as a legitimate destination.

For tenants reliant on income support and experiencing disability or poor health or other challenges, social
housing offers their best chance of stable, secure and affordable housing. For providers, the purpose of social
housing is to provide that stable, secure and affordable housing—many workers argued that their role was

to preserve tenancies, not disrupt them by forcing people into insecurity and homelessness. In some cases,
providers’ contractual key performance indicators work against pathways approaches.

For many tenants, the stability, security and sanctuary offered by social housing, makes it a home. This sense
of home is incompatible with a pathway model that promotes transition out of social housing as the most
desirable outcome.

The greatest thing about it is knowing that 'til the day | die | am safe. I'm coming up to now the
longest I've ever lived anywhere. Up until then the longest | lived anywhere after | was married was
12 months. After that [it was] three months, six weeks, nine weeks, eight weeks, two weeks. Four
months on, two months off, two months on, one month off. It's huge sense of security and safety
and | can plan. | can make decisions knowing I've got the two things you need, health and a home.
(tenant, Tasmania)

These arguments should not be read as a failure to understand the pressures facing the social housing system—
providers and tenants are acutely aware of these—but as a clear-eyed articulation of the fact that no affordable,

secure alternatives to social housing exist.

Importantly, for tenants in particular, the solution is not about finding alternatives but rather building more social
housing so that more people can obtain its life-changing benefits.

3 1ofthe 76 tenants was not yet in social housing.

AHURI Final Report No. 332 ‘A pathway to where?' Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways 5
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Even where tenants wanted to be in a position to move into the future, they did not see exiting social housing
as a genuine option for them because there are no affordable, stable alternatives.

But where to? Financially it's impossible. Even if | think about it, even if | want to, even if | need to get
out, but where to? Nowhere. (tenant, Victoria)

As a consequence, there is a significant disconnect between the policy implications of pathways and how these

pathways are constructed in people’s lives (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Realistic social housing pathways faced by tenants and prospective tenant
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Policy development options

How could social housing pathways be reimagined for positive housing outcomes for
current and future tenants across the social and affordable housing system?

If we are going to reimagine social housing pathways, reimagining requires some fundamental changes including:

Moving away from managing a waitlist by rationing supply to change the system to construct realistic
pathways that best enable positive tenant housing outcomes. That is, we need to change the question from:
‘How do we decrease the waitlist?’ to ‘How do we improve housing stability, security and safety of people who
are tenants, on the waitlist, or homeless?’

As a society, it is critical we answer the most frequent question emerging from this research project: ‘A
pathway to where?’ by increasing the supply of affordable, secure housing.

A cultural shift that puts tenants’ needs and outcomes (defined by them) at the heart of changes to policy
and practice and ensures kindness is embedded into social policy (Unwin 2018).

Social housing reimagining requires:

Working from a preventative space” (rather than a reactive one), by providing social and affordable housing
for low and very low income people who do not yet have complex needs;

Accepting that long-term social housing is a legitimate (and cost-effective) way to provide social housing
assistance and we need to increase its supply;

Recognising that social housing provides an infrastructure of care for other tenants/households with long-
term complex needs;

Increasing the supply of social housing;

Establishing KPIs across the sector that focus on tenant housing outcomes to ensure shared goals that meet
the needs of tenants and their households.

Private market reimagining requires:

Increasing the supply of affordable housing in the private rental market e.g. through private rental subsidies;
rental brokerage/access supports; social impact investment;

Ensuring appropriate, resourced supports are available for people who need them, to enable them to remain
in private housing, including affordability and rental assistance schemes;

Creating conditions for increased housing stability in the public and private markets;

Providing and adequately resourcing supports when needed to assist people who require it to maintain
tenancies and for the duration of need.

The system requires

Going beyond homogenous entry, transfer, exit paradigms to thinking about multiple pathways for different
people under different circumstances and accepting different starting and end points, including social housing
as an end destination;

Developing conceptual understandings of how complex systems work in human services and how pathways
are affected by people within and outside the housing sector;

Improving connections between the private and public housing system;

With an aim to prevent people from becoming homeless, at risk of homelessness and/or entering the social housing waitlist.
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Executive

summary

Better connecting affordable housing supply with demand to ensure that pathways match household needs
and that resources are used effectively and efficiently;

Improving linked administrative and qualitative data across the housing sector to ensure high quality
evidence-informed policy and practice.

The study

This report is the culmination of an AHURI Inquiry into understanding and reimagining social housing pathways.
The Inquiry aimed to understand how social housing pathways could be reimagined for more effective service
delivery, supports and policies for people’s housing outcomes. The Inquiry, conducted between 2018-2019,
used a mixed methods approach informed by systems thinking. Research methods included:

Policy review: review of the operational policies impacting social housing pathways across all Australian
jurisdictions.

Administrative and survey data: publicly available data compiled and presented by the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare (AIHW) and related agencies was used to examine movement of key population groups
into, mobilities within, and exits from, social housing, including over time.

Key stakeholder interviews: interviews and a workshop held with 29 senior government officials, social
housing managers and tenant advocates.

Service provider interviews: interviews with 33 service providers (team leaders and frontline workers across
government and non-government) in Tasmania, New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia.

Tenant interviews: interviews with 76 tenants (former, current and prospective) in three cohorts: older people,
families with children (especially single parents) and people with disability, across Tasmania, New South
Wales, Victoria and South Australia.

All data were analysed to address the Inquiry research questions, but analysis also utilised a systems thinking
approach to map different components of the social housing landscape.
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1. Introduction

e This reportis the final report in a series for the AHURI Inquiry into
understanding and reimagining social housing pathways.

e Housing pathways are the housing experiences of tenants and their
households over time and space. They are not linear and may refer
to changes in tenure, household form, experiences and attachment.

e This Inquiry draws on a range of data to understand:

¢ How social housing pathways are conceptualised and constructed
by operational housing policies and the wider social policy context
in Australia;

«  What survey and administrative data tell us about who is moving
into and out of social housing; and

« The lived experience of people who have moved into, within and/or
out of social housing.

e These findings are brought together in this report to reimagine social
housing pathways for positive housing outcomes for current and
future tenants.
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1. Introduction

This report is the final report for the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) evidence-based
policy Inquiry into social housing pathways. The report examines data on entrants and exits to social housing and
draws together findings from a program of research that examined: 1) the role of policy in shaping social housing
pathways through a review of current social housing operational policies (Powell, Meltzer et al. 2019), and 2) the
lived experience of people who have moved into, within and/or out of social housing across four jurisdictions
(Flanagan, Levin et al. 2020). Reports from these two elements of the research program can be read elsewhere.

This report summarises findings from these components, adds some quantitative data on social housing

entry and exits, and examines the similarities and differences between the policy perspective of social housing
pathways and the reality of pathways for tenants and their families. In doing so, it seeks to better understand and
hypothesise how social housing pathways could be reimagined for positive housing outcomes for current and
future tenants across the social and affordable housing system.

1.1 Inquiry focus and research questions

This Inquiry set out to understand how social housing pathways can be reimagined for more effective service
delivery, supports and policies for people’s housing outcomes. It sought to answer the following questions and
sub-questions:

1. How are pathways into, within and out of social housing conceptualised and translated into policy?

a. What are the formal social housing pathways set out in policies? How do these differ across jurisdictions?
What are the eligibility criteria for entry, moving within and exiting social housing?

b. How has the shift to more diverse social housing provision and other major policy reforms affected social
housing pathways?

c. How do actors, levers, feedback loops and incentives/disincentives influence formal social housing
pathways?

2. Who is moving into, within and out of social housing, and why?
a. How does this differ across jurisdictions?
b. What are the gaps and silences in the data and what do they tell us in regard to social housing pathways?
c. How can existing data be used most effectively for policy innovation about social housing pathways?

3. How do tenants experience moving into, within and out of social housing?

a. How do tenants’ experiences, behaviours and interdependencies interact with policy goals and providers’
practice?

b. What are the effects, positive and negative, of wider changes in social policy on social housing pathways?

4. How could social housing pathways be reimagined for positive housing outcomes for current and future
tenants across the social and affordable housing system?

a. What are the implications for policy and practice?

b. What role can/should different actors play in facilitating positive social housing transitions and minimising
perverse incentives and unintended consequences?
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1.2 Inquiry Panel

The Inquiry was supported by a Panel, formed of members with knowledge, skills and experience in social
housing. The purpose of the Panel was to help inform the Inquiry’s scope, focus, implementation and policy
application of its findings.

The Panel met twice throughout the Inquiry. It met early in the Inquiry to ensure the scope and implementation
matched key stakeholder needs. The second meeting reviewed the preliminary research findings and
brainstormed implications for future policy and practice before the release of this Final Report.

The authors acknowledge the value the panel members offered to this research and report, however, the views
within this report are the views of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the panel members or
AHURI.

1.3 Projects

Two supporting projects intersected to answer the Inquiry research questions; each of which provided a nuanced
focus on a specific research question.

The construction of social housing pathways across Australia

This part of the research program primarily focused on research question 1. It:

» Critically examined national and international academic, grey and policy literature

» Provided a systematic comparative policy review and a number of case study examples

» Used a ‘systems thinking’ conceptual framework and workshop to map social housing pathways, actors and
feedback loops

» Utilised interviews with senior government personnel and other stakeholders to understand the design and
intent of operational social housing policies, as well as their implementation.

Experiencing social housing pathways: Bridging the policy and practice divide

This part of the research program primarily addressed research question 3. It integrated analysis of extensive
qualitative data collected, including:

» Interviews with tenants from three key cohort groups—people with disability, families and older people who
have used, currently use or may use social housing in the future

» Interviews with service providers

» Relevant grey literature and strategy and policy documents.

In addition the Inquiry examines publicly available programmatic data (AIHW), which provide population group
estimates as well as change over time indications in entry, mobility and exit patterns associated with social

housing. We also draw on ABS data and recent work by Baker, Leishman et al. (2020) who use PIA and HILDA
data and highlight some data gaps in Appendix 1. Collectively, these data sources address research question 2.
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1.4 Research methods

The Inquiry used a mixed method approach to answer the research questions outlined above. The key concepts
and methods used across the three Inquiry Projects are described below.

1.4.1 Key concepts
Housing pathways

The concept of housing pathways describes the mobility of households and residents within the housing system
(see Powell, Meltzer et al. 2019). These pathways are a continually changing set of relationships and interactions
that are experienced over time (Clapham 2002: 63-64). This report uses this definition for housing pathways.

This non-linear conceptualisation of pathways captures changes in tenure, as well as household form, meaning
and attachment. It also links mobility to housing and non-housing factors, including affordability, housing life-goal
aspirations and government policy promoting residential mobility. This conceptual definition does not necessarily
match the way in which ‘pathways’ are understood or operationalised by policy makers. Policy ‘pathways’ are
usually far more linear and reflect who goes into social housing, moves within it and out of it and under what

rules and circumstances. In practice, there are also operational pathways—the realities of how tenants move
into, within and out of social housing.

Systems thinking

Complex systems thinking explains how complex problems occur within systems. These systems are made up

of interconnected, interdependent elements that work together in a non-linear manner (Anderson 1999; Boal

and Schultz 2007; Simon 1996; Van Beurden, Kia et al. 2011). From a housing perspective, this means that many
agents, policies and interventions within and outside of the housing system will affect people’s housing outcomes.

Our analysis utilised systems thinking to map the different components of the social housing system, as well as
the broader landscape of human services (including homelessness and aged care service systems) and private
sector interests.

1.4.2 Quantitative data analysis

Data about current and historical rates of social housing occupancy are used to examine in-flows, exits and
occupancy rates nationally and across jurisdictions. These administrative data provide insights into:

» Social housing pathways of households, with a particular focus on key policy groups (children, young people
and their families; people with disability/carers; older persons); and

» Social housing pathways by different housing assistance types (rent assistance, public housing, community

housing).

We also briefly examine data gaps, blind spots and challenges currently affecting the ways ‘big data’, such as
administrative records, can be used for housing and housing assistance policy development.

1.4.3 Policy review and practice mapping

Powell, Meltzer et al. (2019) reviewed the operational policies impacting on social housing pathways across
Australia. Operational policies include those related to tenant eligibility, rental rebates, transfers and other
tenancy matters.

Flanagan, Levin et al. (2020) also explored existing practice in social housing transitions that facilitate movement
throughout the system from the perspectives of tenants and key stakeholders.
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1.4.4 Qualitative interviews

Interviews were conducted in Project A (Powell, Meltzer et al. 2019) and Project B (Flanagan, Levin et al. 2020)
to capture rich experiential data about pathways through (and around) the system, rather than static or isolated
experiences within it.

Key stakeholder interviews and workshop

Interviews were held with senior government officials, social housing managers and tenant advocates (key
stakeholders). The interviews aimed to understand:

1. Theintent behind social housing transition policies
2. How these policies are interpreted by those who have designed or are implementing them

3. How these policies impact on tenants’ housing pathways.

A systems thinking workshop was attended by representatives of government agencies, social housing managers
and other staff with direct experience working with tenants. A total of 29 people participated in the stakeholder
interviews and workshop.

Service provider interviews

Interviews with 32 service providers (government and non-government) were undertaken to capture the
perspectives of those working in service delivery (team leaders, frontline workers, those responsible for
operational policies and procedures) in the four case study jurisdictions (Tasmania, New South Wales, Victoria
and South Australia). These four jurisdictions are at different stages of implementing ‘pathways’ policy. New South
Wales has adopted the approach formally, while in the other jurisdictions it is more implicit rather than explicit. All
jurisdictions are experiencing similar housing market pressures and struggling to meet demand for social housing
under existing policy settings (see Flanagan, Levin et al. 2020).

Tenant interviews

Interviews were conducted with 76 tenants (former, current and prospective) in three cohorts: older people,
families with children (especially single parents) and people with disability. These groups were chosen because
they were (each for different reasons) potential targets of pathways policy (see Flanagan, Levin et al. 2020). In
practice there was considerable overlap in membership across the targeted cohorts. This reflects the complexity
of need that brings many households into social housing. From an analytical perspective, however, it means that
clear comparisons could not be drawn between cohorts. In this report, minimal contextual information is provided
on individual interviewees. This was a deliberate decision to respect participants; a significant number of the
tenants interviewed felt that they and their housing were vulnerable and they were extremely concerned about
the risk of identification.

Interview analysis

The interviews with tenants and stakeholders were conducted by local researchers in each jurisdiction, with
recruitment via local service, policy and research networks. Initial thematic analysis also took place at the
jurisdictional level, based on a common and collectively-developed coding frame. The state-based write-ups were
then integrated to form a single analysis of themes. This, rather than data presentation based on jurisdictions, was
because the purpose of the research was to identify learnings for policy across Australia and because the weight
of the evidence pointed to consistent experiences across jurisdictions (see Flanagan, Levin et al. 2020).
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2. Formal social
housing pathways

e Demand for social housing has increased and waiting lists for social
housing are long.

e There was a 7 per cent decrease in government expenditure on
social housing between 2011-2016 (from $1.42 billion to $1.32 billion;
Pawson, Parsell et al. 2018).

e Available housing stock has been outpaced by the growing numbers
of households experiencing housing affordability problems (Muir,
Martin et al. 2018).

e Demand is high, with significant numbers of people on social
housing waitlists: 140,600 for public housing, 8,800 for SOMIH
(as at 30 June 2018; AIHW 2019a) and 38,300 for mainstream
community housing (as at 30 June 2017; AIHW 2018).

e Social housing policies that shape pathways have largely evolved in
an ad hoc way, with social housing providers generally responding to
increased demand and decreased resources by tighter targeting of
eligibility and other supports.
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2. Formal social
housing pathways

e Jurisdictions have, to varying degrees, shifted ‘from providing a
(permanent) “safety net” to a (temporary) “ambulance service™
(Fitzpatrick and Pawson 2014).

e Social housing pathways—into, within and out of—are shaped
primarily by eligibility criteria and increased requirements
of complex needs, but are also affected by how policies are
operationalised; changing household types and needs; stock
availability; a lack of affordable alternatives and the broader policy
environment.

e Wihile policy rhetoric recognises the non-linear nature of housing
pathways, the operational policies driving the shape and direction
of social housing assistance do not adequately capture or take
account of this non-linearity.

e Operational policies are influenced by a primary need to manage
the social housing waiting list, rather than first ensuring positive
outcomes for tenants and their households.
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2. Formal social
housing pathways

2.1 Existing research and policy context

Social housing is affordable and secure rental housing provided to eligible applicants by state and territory
housing authorities (public housing), non-profit community organisations (community housing) and Indigenous
organisations (Indigenous housing). First established in the early twentieth century, public housing became an
integral part of the policy landscape in the post-war period, when it was built on a large scale to house working
class families (Flanagan, Martin et al. 2019).

Over the last quarter of the twentieth century public housing construction declined, and provision became
targeted to low-income, higher-need households. At the same time, the sector has been affected by:

« High demand, reflected in the number of waitlist applicants: 140,600 for public housing, 8,800 for SOMIH (as
at 30 June 2018; AIHW 2019a) and 38,300 for mainstream community housing (as at 30 June 2017, AIHW 2018)

» Other unmet demands from people sleeping rough and very low income households in housing stress, who
are not currently on waiting lists (Lawson, Pawson et al. 2018: 60)

« Hidden demands like those who have their waiting list status temporarily suspended (e.g. NSW social housing
applicants who take up Rent Choice private rental assistance; NSW Family and Community Services 2018).

Many of these changes reflect the fact that social housing is increasingly operating in a resource constrained
environment. Between 2011 and 2016, government expenditure on social housing decreased by 7 per cent from
$1.42 billion to $1.32 billion (Pawson, Parsell et al. 2018). The quantity of available housing stock does not match
the growing numbers of households experiencing housing affordability problems (Muir, Martin et al. 2018). Against
this background, jurisdictions have, to varying degrees, shifted ‘from providing a (permanent) “safety net” to a
(temporary) “ambulance service™ (Fitzpatrick and Pawson 2014). As well as introducing greater emphasis on
‘housing need’ beyond low income and poverty, this has seen most Australian states and territories introduce
fixed-term tenancies and reviews of continuing eligibility.

Other changes have been influenced by government commitments to increase competition in the market and
shift the work of service delivery from government to the not-for-profit sector, and in some cases the for-profit
sector (e.g. aged care and disability services). These include, for example, the expansion of community housing,
the introduction of common access systems in some states, and reform of allocation processes for some
housing authorities (e.g. the Future Directions for Social Housing reforms in NSW; NSW Government 2016).

As of June 2017, public housing was provided to 600,600 tenants, mainstream community housing to 153,200
tenants and Indigenous community housing to 50,100 tenants. If we examine dwelling numbers (rather than
tenants), there were 316,231 public housing properties in 2017/2018. This makes up the majority of social
housing stock (75 per cent; Table 1).

Between 2007-2008 and 2017-2018 community housing grew by 117 per cent, including through tenanted
stock transfers from public housing. This was offset, however, by a decrease in public housing households
(from 336,500 to 316,200) over the same 9-year period (AIHW 2019a). Collectively, Indigenous community
housing numbers and SOMIH also decreased over time (see Table 1 and Figure 3).
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2. Formal social

housing pathways

Table 1: Number of social housing dwellings by program type 2005-6 to 2017-18

Public ~ Community Indigenous NT remote
Year Housing Housing  community housing SOMIH public housing Total
2005-06 341,378 32,349 22,192 12,893 N/A 408, 812
2006-07 339,771 35,161 22,018 13,098 N/A 410, 048
2007-08 337, 866 36,079 23,279 12,778 N/A 410, 002
2008-09 336, 464 39,770 20, 232 12, 056 4, 631 413,153
2009-10 333,383 44,328 18, 695 11,952 4,631 412,989
2010-1 331,371 57, 506 17,543 9, 820 4,765 421,005
20M-12 330, 906 63,797 16,773 10, 047 4,965 426,525
2012-13 328, 803 67,385 17,165 10, 084 5,056 428,493
2013-14 323,803 71,036 17,532 10, 113 5,096 427,580
2014-15 321,627 73,620 17, 467 10, 035 5,025 427,774
2015-16 320,041 80, 226 17,584 9,949 5,046 432, 846
2016-17 319, 913 82,902 17,925 14,921 N/A 425, 661
2017-18 316, 231 87,819 17,477 14, 686 N/A 436, 213

Source: AIHW National Housing Assistance Data Repository

Figure 3: Number of social housing households, by social housing program 2007-8 2017-18
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While the total number of social housing dwellings has increased, the rate of growth has not matched household
growth. The number of social housing dwellings per 100 Australian households has declined from 5.1 per 100
households in 2007-08 to 4.6 in 2016-17 (AIHW 2018). Therefore the social housing sector has declined relative
to the rest of the housing system and the population (AIHW 2018).
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housing pathways

Some state governments have undertaken large estate redevelopment programs. These programs are intended
to contribute to extensive reconfiguration of existing housing stock, but many are implemented over long
timeframes and their long-term outcomes are therefore yet to be seen and understood. Redevelopment has also
contributed to significant displacement of tenants, sometimes on an involuntary basis. In some cases, relocation
is permanent, in others it is pending completion of the redevelopment.

Together, these changes have altered the landscape of social and community housing (Groenhart and Burke
2014). They have affected the type of stock available for government (public) and non-government (community)
housing providers to allocate. The changes have resulted in the diversification of ‘social housing products’ and
changes to government policies and programs.

In a context of growing diversity of housing stock, policy makers in some jurisdictions are increasingly seeking
to introduce policies that enable and promote housing ‘pathways’. These policies are intended to improve tenant
housing and social outcomes (such as wellbeing and economic participation), but also function to manage

long waiting lists and obtain efficiencies in the system. Housing pathways are shaped by formal operational
policies that determine how tenants and households move into, within and out of social housing, but also by

the relationships and interactions a household experiences in its consumption of housing (Clapham 2002). In
particular, housing pathways are shaped by eligibility policies—which differ from jurisdiction to jurisdiction—
interacting with life course events and demographic characteristics (Wiesel, Easthope et al. 2012).

While operational policy may establish formal pathways (e.g. setting eligibility criteria), what happens in practice
may not always match what is set out in policy. In a recent review of policy settings and receipt of housing
assistance, the Productivity Commission developed a housing assistance pathways map of major likely pathways
into social housing tenures (Productivity Commission 2018). Consistent with existing evidence (Wiesel, Easthope
et al. 2012; Wiesel, Pawson, et al. 2014), key housing assistance pathways may include use of short- to medium-
term services and supports for some households depending on needs, while for others persistent vulnerability to
housing insecurity may lead to social housing entry. Possible housing and service assistance pathways identified
by the Productivity Commission include:

» Long-term receipt of Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) associated either with private rental tenancies
and/or tenancies within community housing;

» Insecure housing in social and/or private tenancies directly into social housing via pathways receipt of CRA;
and,

» Homelessness and supporting housing pathways (e.g. a range of intensive service interventions, people at
risk of or experiencing homelessness using homelessness crisis and supported accommodation services
(Productivity Commission 2018)).

However, what is known about the housing pathways of tenants moving in, within and out of social housing has
been historically based on limited evidence—either from administrative data, housing providers themselves (who
may be missing information about events prior to and following occupancy within social housing), or from survey
research seeking to address some of the data gaps. Many blind spots exist in the current housing pathways
evidence base.

Using a range of administrative housing data and survey data, previous research has found that many different
factors trigger and discourage individuals from entering and moving within and out of the social housing sector.
For example, the onset of a sudden personal or health crisis, potential eviction from private rental, stigma of
social housing, and complexity of application (Wiesel, Easthope et al. 2012).
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Decisions to apply or move within social housing are also often influenced by disinformation and misinformation—
particularly relating to the perceived lengthy wait time, availability of suitable stock, and how this may differ across
the different types of social housing. This can be the result of miscommunication between applicants and housing
officers. There are also recorded cases of discrimination experienced by applicants of minority backgrounds
(Wiesel, Easthope et al. 2012). Further, while tenant-initiated transfers within the housing system are possible, little
is known about such pathways within social housing. While some research has explored drivers of social housing
exits and transfers, the extent of this has been limited, with the focus on tenant-initiated exits and opportunities
and risks associated with transitions, including within social housing (Wiesel, Pawson et al. 2014).

Recent research by Baker, Leishman et al. (2020) found that despite having higher levels of complexity, the main
reasons social housing tenants give for moving to or from social housing are the same as people living in other
housing types. They move primarily because of changes to the household composition or factors related to the
household or neighbourhood.

Housing pathways are significantly affected by the wider social policy context. This includes, for example,

the available social housing stock (mentioned above), a lack of affordable housing options in Australia (Muir,
Martin et al. 2018) and the impact of neoliberalism on the welfare state (Clapham 2018). Waiting list demand for
public housing far outstrips availability and many households eligible for public or community housing reside in
unaffordable private rental (AIHW 2018; Stone, Parkinson et al. 2016). Within this context, the housing pathways of
households and individuals have changed in ways that vary across housing assistance programs, jurisdictions and
for population cohorts with varied demographic, economic and locational backgrounds. Added to this, the private
rental market is unaffordable for people reliant on income support payments (Anglicare Australia 2019), making
the private rental market an unrealistic and unsuitable option for most tenants (Powell, Meltzer et al. 2019).

Flanagan, Levin et al. (2020) note a tenant perspective of pathways is missing from current evidence, as is holistic,
longitudinal and cross-tenure/assistance views of social housing pathways in the context of housing assistance
(public housing, community housing, private rental assistance). Future optimal policy development requires

clear, longitudinal evidence on (i) how we might understand social housing pathways within a changed housing
policy and housing assistance context, and (ii) how policy innovation might best support improved social housing
pathways. This evidence needs to include a systemic response, which considers for example, variable regulatory
frameworks across state/territory jurisdictions; demographic, economic and local area contexts; and conditions
in the wider housing market.

2.2 Impact of operational policies

2.2.1 Getting into social housing

Pathways into social housing are largely determined by policies that shape application processes and eligibility
criteria. These are amongst the most prescriptive of policies shaping the housing pathways of tenants and their
households (Powell, Meltzer et al. 2019).

» Most Australian jurisdictions now have centralised application processes, meaning that prospective tenants
apply once through a single portal, with information shared between government housing departments and
community housing providers.

« Pathways into social housing are dependent on a range of eligibility criteria, with income and assets at the
forefront. Each jurisdiction has its own income criteria. Other criteria include citizenship and residence status,
age and tenancy history.
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In practice, meeting the income eligibility criteria alone (i.e. experiencing poverty) is often insufficient to get

a tenant and their household into social housing, with priority given to people and households with specific
or complex needs. What constitutes ‘specific’ or ‘complex needs’ varies by jurisdiction, but generally includes
disability, poor physical or mental health, experience of family violence, exiting institutions or being homeless
or at risk of homelessness. The most common pathway for entry into social housing is homelessness or risk
of homelessness, as persons experiencing these states are deemed in ‘highest need’ (AIHW 2018).

2.2.2 Living in social housing

Living in social housing means that one’s housing can be subject to periodic eligibility reviews, which can also
be triggered by use/misuse of premises or by changing household circumstances—for example, an increase in
household income, the expansion of a household or when a household member leaves. The way these issues
are monitored and assessed across jurisdictions directly shapes the housing pathway of social housing tenants.
Operational policies affecting housing pathways or experiences while living in social housing include:

» Reviews of continuing eligibility: Most housing authorities have policies in place regarding the eligibility of
tenants to continue in social housing, although there is wide variation across jurisdictions in relation to what
is reviewed and how often.

» Rent policies: Most social housing providers operate a scheme of ‘income-related rents’, where tenants pay
a proportion of their household income as rent (between 25-30%). Different types of income (e.g. salary vs
benefits) can be assessed differently for the purposes of calculating rent. This system has potential to affect
tenants’ decision-making about earnings and employment. This has particular implications at a time when the
employment landscape is precarious.

» Use of premises by tenants and households: Tenants are subject to a range of obligations regarding the use
of their premises by both members of their household and visitors. Breach of these obligations can result in
tenancies being terminated and h