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More Than 
'RXEOHb-HRSDUG\
7KH�1DWLRQDO�2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ�DQG�+RPHOHVVQHVV�:RUNLQJ�*URXS*

Ending homelessness for older 
women is the right thing to do. 
:HbNQRZ�KRZ�WR�GR�LW��:H�DOVR�
know it is less expensive to house 
someone than to use government 
funded services.1 Yet, the numbers of 
women experiencing homelessness 
increases year after year. We have let 
this happen. Why is there an absence 
of political will to act and address 
KRPHOHVVQHVV�DPRQJ�ROGHU�ZRPHQ"

We know the primary reason older 
women experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness is structural gender 
LQHTXDOLW\��,Q�$XVWUDOLD��ZH�KDYH�FRPH�
to understand the voices of older 
SHRSOH�DUH�QRW�KHDUG��2XUbDJHG�FDUH�
system is a shocking tale of neglect,2 
ZLWK�DJHLVP�SUHYDOHQW�LQ�$XVWUDOLDōV�
health and care systems. Australia 
needs to ask: is the escalating social 
LOO�RI�ROGHU�ZRPHQōV�KRPHOHVVQHVV�
evidence of ongoing ageism and 
VH[LVP�LQ�RXU�VRFLHW\"�7KH�ZRPHQ�
impacted are our grandmothers and 
mothers, our aunties, sisters and 
cousins, ourselves. They deserve 
better. We all deserve better.

With little response to the 2018 report, 
Retiring into Poverty —�$b1DWLRQDO�
Plan for Change: Increasing Housing 
Security for Older Women,3 it is 
increasingly important to have a 
clear strategic and policy course 
to ensure future cohorts of older 
women do not face homelessness 
in their retirement years.

Older single women are the 
fastest growing cohort of people 
to experience housing stress and 
homelessness, with the latest 
Census showing an increase of 
��bSHUbFHQW�RQ�WKH�SULRU�&HQVXV��,Q�
the ten years to Census 2016, there 
ZDV�D���bSHUbFHQW�LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�
number of older women renting 
in the private market, at a time 
of increasing unaffordability and 

instability in that market.4�7KHbQXPEHU�
of older women experiencing 
homelessness is undoubtedly 
underestimated due to the hidden 
nature of their homelessness with 
women staying with friends or family, 
housesitting, living in their car or 
remaining in at-risk situations.

Current estimates are that 405,000 
women aged over 45 years are at 
risk of homelessness.5 Of this group, 
165,000 women are aged between 
��bDQGb���\HDUV�DQG���������
are aged 55 years and over.6 The 
scale of this issue demands state, 
territory and national leadership.7

Most women do not self-identify 
as homeless, instead describing 
WKHLU�VLWXDWLRQ�DV�D�ŌKRXVLQJ�FULVLVō�8 
Women living homeless often move 
IURP�SODFH�WR�SODFH�IUHTXHQWO\�
in a downhill trajectory, in terms 
of mental and physical health, as 
their situation becomes untenable. 
Importantly, most older women 
who are homeless have not been 
homeless before and are therefore 
unlikely to approach traditional 
homelessness services for support.9

)DFWRUV�$IIHFWLQJ�WKH�
,QFLGHQFH�RI�+RPHOHVVQHVV
Older women are at greater risk 
RI�ƓQDQFLDO�DQG�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\�
because of compounding 
structural and systemic factors:

• 7KH\�KDYH�QRW�KDG�WKH�EHQHƓW�RI
compulsory superannuation.

• Their pay rates were lower
than male counterparts.

• Their work was likely
casual or part-time.

• Many took time out of the paid
workforce to have children
DQG�IXOƓO�FDULQJ�UROHV�

• Many have suffered lifelong
systemic disadvantage in relation
to past employment practices
which discriminated against
married or pregnant women.

• Women bear the disproportionate
impacts of domestic and family
violence, and elder abuse.

• 7KHUH�UHPDLQV�VLJQLƓFDQW
ageism in the labour force.

Systemic economic disadvantage is 
acute in later years, as disadvantage 
compounds over the life cycle. 
7KHbFXUUHQW�JHQGHUHG�WRWDO�
UHPXQHUDWLRQ�JDS�RI�����bSHUbFHQW��
the continued concentration of 
women in part-time, casual and lower 
remunerated work and our failure to 
alter the distribution of unpaid care 
between men and women means 
that the present increases in the 
number of homeless older women 
are unlikely to subside for the current 
generations of working women.10

Superannuation
$XVWUDOLDōV�VXSHUDQQXDWLRQ�V\VWHP�ZDV�
not designed for workers who move 
in and out of the workforce during 
their lives. The superannuation system 
UHTXLUHV�UH�GHVLJQ�WR�HQVXUH�IXWXUH�
ROGHU�ZRPHQ�ZLOO�QRW�IDFH�ƓQDQFLDO�
and housing insecurity at retirement.11

Critical Shortage of 
$IIRUGDEOH�+RXVLQJ
+RXVLQJ�LV�ROGHU�ZRPHQōV�PRVW�EDVLF�
need. Provision of long-term housing 
is an important health intervention. 
+RXVLQJ�LV�D�VRFLDO�GHWHUPLQDWH�
RI�KHDOWK��:RPHQōV�KHDOWK�QHHGV�
generally increase as they age and are 
exacerbated for those women living 
in precarious housing and thereby 
at risk of homelessness. Appropriate 
housing is the cornerstone to 
health, social participation, utilising 
community aged care to maintain 
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independence, and preventing 
premature entry into residential care. 
+RXVLQJ�PXVW�EH�DW�WKH�FHQWUH�RI�
ageing and health policy because it 
is central to wellbeing in later life.12

Older women will often not get 
access to priority social housing 
as they are usually homeless due 
to their low incomes, not because 
RI�ŌFRPSOH[ō�QHHGV��7KH�OLPLWHG�
VWRFN�RI�TXDOLW\��VDIH��VHFXUH��ORQJ�
term, affordable housing options, 
including social housing options, 
creates considerable instability 
for marginalised older women. 
$bVLJQLƓFDQW�LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�VXSSO\�RI�
public and community housing is the 
long-term solution to this ‘housing 
FULVLVō��:H�VXSSRUW�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�
$OOLDQFH�WR�(QG�+RPHOHVVQHVVō�
call for a health-informed end to 
homelessness and the establishment 
RI�DQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�1HWZRUN�IRU�+HDOWK��
+RXVLQJ�DQG�+RPHOHVVQHVV�WR�
drive policy and practice reform. 
,W�ZLOO�EHQHƓW�DOO�KRPHOHVV�SHRSOH��
including older women.���b��

)XWXUH�7UDMHFWRU\�RI�2OGHU�
:RPHQōV�+RPHOHVVQHVV�
— The Covid-19 Effect
The economic and social conditions 
which have led to our current high 
levels of homelessness among older 
women are acutely exacerbated by 
WKH�&RYLG����HPHUJHQF\��:RPHQbDUH�
disproportionately affected by 
the economic downturn, losing 

employment at a higher rate, with 
working hours reduced, and higher 
rates of underemployment.���b�� 
The Covid-19 effect is likely 
WR�VLJQLƓFDQWO\�LQFUHDVH�ROGHU�
ZRPHQōV�ULVN�RI�KRPHOHVVQHVV�17

Early access to superannuation 
introduced in response to the 
pandemic is likely to further 
GHSOHWH�WKH�EDODQFH�RI�ZRPHQōV�
superannuation on retirement. 
%HIRUHbWKH�SDQGHPLF��WKH�
superannuation savings gap 
between men and women aged 
EHWZHHQ���bDQG����ZDV�DERXW�
��bSHUbFHQW��7KHbVDYLQJV�JDS�LV�
QRZ�HVWLPDWHG�WR�EH���bSHUbFHQW��
It is expected that this will affect 
EHWZHHQ��������bDQGb��������
millennial aged women.18

'RPHVWLF�DQG�)DPLO\�9LROHQFH�
�')9��DQG�(OGHU�$EXVH
Women are too often the victims 
RI�')9�DQG�HOGHU�DEXVH��ZLWK�FOHDU�
impacts on household resources and 
life circumstances, including housing 
SDWKZD\V�DQG�KRXVLQJ�VHFXULW\��')9�LV�
a key driver of homelessness among 
ZRPHQ��7KH�)RXUWK�$FWLRQ�3ODQ�XQGHU�
the National Plan to Reduce Violence 
against Women and Children 
LGHQWLƓHV�WKH�QHHG�IRU�VDIH��DFFHVVLEOH�
and stable accommodation as 
crucial for the safety and recovery of 
women and their children impacted 
by violence. In March 2019, the 
$XVWUDOLDQ�*RYHUQPHQW�ODXQFKHG�

the National Plan to Respond to 
the Abuse of Older Australians, 
recognising the growing problem 
of abuse of older Australians. The 
plan estimates that 185,000 older 
people in Australia experience 
some form of abuse or neglect.���b��

Lack of Mainstream Services 
for Older Women
*RYHUQPHQW�SURJUDPV�KDYH�QRW�
yet been designed to meet the 
needs of older women at risk of 
homelessness. Among the more than 
1,500 homelessness services across 
Australia, only three are funded as 
specialist services for older people.

Australia knows how to address 
ROGHU�ZRPHQōV�KRPHOHVVQHVV��
We have existing exemplars of 
service provision and practice 
that need to be extended:

a. Assistance with Care and
+RXVLQJ�3URJUDP��$&+�
7KH�$&+�SURJUDP�DVVLVWV�ROGHU
people on low incomes, homeless
RU�DW�ULVN�RI�KRPHOHVVQHVV��WR�ƓQG
housing through the private rental
market or applying for affordable
and social housing options. The
$&+�3URJUDP�PXVW�EH�VXIƓFLHQWO\
resourced to meet demand.

b. The Next-Door Program,
<:&$�+RXVLQJ�&DQEHUUD

1H[W�'RRU�LV�D�VSHFLDOLVW�ZRPHQōV�
service that empowers older 
women to access and maintain 
affordable, appropriate and 
safe homes in the ACT.

c. 2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ�3URMHFW�
:RPHQōV�3URSHUW\�,QLWLDWLYHV

7KH�2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ�3URMHFW�
will enable low-income women 
over 55 with modest assets to 
invest in safe, secure and affordable 
housing where their assets/
contribution will be preserved.

d. 2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ
3URMHFWV��:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ
&RPSDQ\��:+&�

7ZR�UHFHQW�2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ�
Projects in New South Wales (NSW) 
have provided a new supply of 
housing targeted for women 
DJHGb���DQG�RYHU��7KH�SURMHFWV�DUH�D�
FROODERUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�:+&�DQG�
WKH�16:�*RYHUQPHQW�VSHFLƓFDOO\�
designed for single older women, 
with amenity and accessibility in 
mind to support ageing in place.

Judith, 2016 by Dorothy Lipmann
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e. 7KH�6HQLRUV�+RXVLQJ�*DWHZD\
(for older women and men)

7KH�6HQLRUV�+RXVLQJ�*DWHZD\�LV�DQ�
initiative of the Ageing on the Edge 
project funded by The Wicking 
Trust. The proposal recommends a 
QDWLRQDO�6HQLRUV�+RXVLQJ�*DWHZD\�
to assist women navigate their way 
to a housing solution. The gateway 
would offer every older person a 
one-stop contact point to assist them 
to avoid or escape homelessness 
and establish a network of support 
across all key service systems.

Recommendations
7KH�1DWLRQDO�2OGHU�:RPHQōV�
+RXVLQJ�DQG�+RPHOHVVQHVV�
:RUNLQJ�*URXS�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�
need for a tailored response that 
raises older women and their 
ƓQDQFLDO�DQG�KRXVLQJ�LQVHFXULW\�WR�
the policy forefront. The plan must 
address eight distinct elements. 
7KHVHbHOHPHQWV�DUH�ZKDW�WKH�IHGHUDO��
state and territory governments 
need to do now to address the 
unacceptable and growing 
number of women impacted by, 
or facing, housing insecurity.

1. 'HYHORS�D�1DWLRQDO�+RXVLQJ
DQG�+RPHOHVVQHVV�6WUDWHJ\�
supported by a national policy
RQ�KHDOWK�HTXLW\��KRXVLQJ�DQG
homelessness, with actions and
measurable targets to create
additional permanent social and
affordable housing options for
women in each state and territory,
and particularly for older women.

2. Implement a comprehensive
)HGHUDO�*RYHUQPHQW�6WUDWHJ\
WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�FXUUHQW�ƓQDQFLDO
insecurity of older women. The
VWUDWHJ\�PXVW�UHFWLI\�LQHTXLWLHV
in superannuation policy and
legislation and examine the
national income support system
and Commonwealth Rent
Assistance with a view to improving
ƓQDQFLDO�RXWFRPHV�IRU�ZRPHQ�

3. 6SHFLDO�PHDVXUHV�DUH�UHTXLUHG
to assist women currently at
retirement age who have not had
the opportunity to accumulate
superannuation due to lower
lifetime earnings and caring
GXWLHV��*HQGHU�LQHTXDOLW\�DQG
discrimination must be recognised
and addressed culturally, and within
multiple policy domains, to prevent
deprivation in older age for women.

4. To prevent problems for older
women continuing to happen
in the future, there needs to
EH�D�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�)HGHUDO
*RYHUQPHQW�6WUDWHJ\�WR�DGGUHVV
the underlying causes of
JHQGHUHG�HFRQRPLF�LQHTXDOLW\�

5. (VWDEOLVK�D�6HQLRUV�+RXVLQJ
*DWHZD\�WR�EHWWHU�DGGUHVV
the housing support needs
of vulnerable older women.
This program must include
locating a central older persons
housing information and
support service in each capital
city with state-wide reach.

6. ([SDQG�WKH�$&+�3URJUDP
geographically, through the
provision of brokerage (untied)
funds and with strong inter-
sectoral collaboration at both
state/territory and national levels.

7. Ensure that national aged care
policy and programs address
KRXVLQJ�DGHTXDF\�Ŋ�HVSHFLDOO\�IRU
those programs that are predicated
on delivering care to women in their
own homes – supporting women to
be healthy, safe and secure in their
own homes as they grow older.

8. Develop better national datasets
and data-informed responses
based on gendered data collection
and analysis to inform better
policy, strategy and programs
targeting older women, their
circumstances and needs.

)DLOXUH�WR�UHVSRQG�WR�NH\�VRFLDO�LVVXHV�
such as entrenched poverty, housing 
insecurity, homelessness and gender 
LQHTXDOLW\�ZLOO�TXLWH�VLPSO\�HQVXUH�
D�PRUH�XQHTXDO�FRPPXQLW\��PRUH�
demand for expensive interventions 
to assist people in crisis, and costs for 
individuals, families, communities and 
Australia that are simply unacceptable.
*  More Than Double Jeopardy, is from the
1DWLRQDO�2OGHU�:RPHQōV�+RXVLQJ�DQG�
+RPHOHVVQHVV�:RUNLQJ�*URXS�0HPEHUVKLS�
includes:
6XH�0RZEUD\��&(2��0HUF\�)RXQGDWLRQ�
(National)
'U�6HOLQD�7XDOO\��$FDGHPLF��8QLYHUVLW\bRIb6RXWK
Australia
Dr Maree Petersen, Academic, 
8QLYHUVLW\bRIb4XHHQVODQG
'HEELH�*HRUJRSRXORV��&(2��:RPHQōV�
+RXVLQJ�&RPSDQ\��1HZ�6RXWK�:DOHV�
*ORULD�6XWKHUODQG��:RPHQōV�+HDOWK�
5HVHDUFKHU��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1RWUH�'DPH�
(Western Australia)
Dr Alice Clark, CEO, Shelter SA 
�6RXWKb$XVWUDOLD�

)UDQFHV�&ULPPLQV��&(2��<:&$�&DQEHUUD�
(Australian Capital Territory)
+HOHQ�'DOOH\�)LVKHU��0DQDJHU��(TXDOLW\b5LJKWV�
Alliance (National)
-HDQHWWH�/DUJH��&(2��:RPHQōV�3URSHUW\�
Initiatives (Victoria)
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