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Introduction 

A consortium of peak community sector organisations has been formed to research housing and 
homelessness issues in the ACT. The consortium is comprised of ACT Shelter, ACTCOSS, 
Women's Centre for Health Matters and the Youth Coalition of the ACT and receives funding from 
the ACT Government. 

On 18 and 21 January 2015, ACT Shelter in partnership with the ACT Branch of United Voice 
conducted two focus groups to explore housing and labour market issues in the ACT. Across the 
two focus groups, there were 12 participants, in addition to Lyndal Ryan, ACT Branch Secretary 
of United Voice, Travis Gilbert, Executive Officer of ACT Shelter and James O’Donnell, Policy and 
Research Officer for ACT Shelter and the consortium. Among the 12 participants, there were ten 
males and two females across a diversity of age groups.  

In this report, the names of all participants have been changed in respect of their confidentiality. 
Sections of quotes marked with a [.] have been removed to respect participant confidentiality. 

All participants are currently engaged in the labour force, either employed or currently looking for 
work. A number work as security guards for private security firms contracted to government 
departments and organisations. There were also participants working in childcare and early 
education, hospitality and horticulture. 

Almost all participants have compromised to a greater or lesser extent on their housing and living 
situations due to financial, housing and personal circumstances. This was generally considered a 
fact of life, particularly the need to forgo holidays. For other individuals, compromises have led to 
challenging housing and living circumstances. 

All of those participants who are currently renting or paying board indicated a strong preference 
for buying their own home. All participants have or are looking to put down long-term roots in 
Canberra, so value the permanency, security and wealth-generation aspects of owning their 
home. A number of participants are actively saving for a deposit, though all struggle to save 
enough while also paying rent or board. Most participants have modest housing expectations. 

A shortage of permanent jobs in the ACT makes it difficult to break into the rental market. 
Irregular and precarious work hours, particularly for young people, makes it difficult to save for a 
bond and commit to 12 month leases. Many of the participants with permanent jobs work more 
than full-time hours, with a number holding more than one job.  

Participants are aware that house and rental prices in Canberra have come down from very high 
peaks in recent years. Younger and highly mobile renters are best placed to take advantage, 
though neighbourhood, school and work ties prevent others from seeking out cheaper rental 
properties. 

There is a high degree of awareness of ACT Government policies and schemes. Some 
participants are looking to access the Land Rent Scheme, while others are looking for affordable 
rental properties through CHC Affordable Housing. 

Living and housing circumstances 

The 12 focus group participants are living in a diversity of housing and living circumstances. Most 
are paying rent to a private landlord or boarding with family. The remainder own or are buying 
their home with a mortgage. The household types of participants include solo, couple, shared 
group, family and multiple family households.  
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Almost all participants have compromised to a greater or lesser extent on their housing and living 
situations due to financial, housing and personal circumstances. This was generally considered a 
fact of life and indeed the compromises will appear familiar to working households across 
Canberra. Andrew, for example, recently moved from the inner suburbs to a group household in 
the outer suburbs, Damien moved back in with his parents for personal reasons and Daniel 
moved to Queanbeyan to find an affordable two bedroom rental apartment. 

For other individuals, compromises have led to challenging living circumstances. Paul and his 
wife, both of whom work full-time, are currently boarding with another family in order to save for a 
deposit on a house: 

“So we’ve got two families living in the one home… We’ve got four incomes going in at the 
moment. We’re paying rent and some of the costs – board to help them meet their 
mortgage and we’re saving up a little bit of what’s left over to save up to buy a house for 
ourselves. That’s a real crunch situation – four incomes, one house… So it’s a bit of 
stress. It’s not fun living in a group home…” 

Liz works in a preschool having moved to Canberra in recent years. She lives in a rental 
apartment, while her husband works outside Canberra. He is unable to find a job in Canberra and 
the family is unable to afford to live here without two incomes, 

“It’s very expensive here. My husband is working in [.]. Because he doesn’t have a job 
here, it’s difficult. Unless we are both working it’s difficult to get really good, proper 
housing.” 

Lyndal Ryan from United Voice also spoke of an individual who was unable to attend the focus 
group. He had recently taken his former wife and children into his home when they had faced 
homelessness and had nowhere else to go. The perception within the family was that emergency 
accommodation would only be available to them in the event of domestic violence, 

“He said that his ex-wife and children moved back in with him when they got into a 
situation where they couldn’t pay their rent. He couldn’t bear to see that happen and even 
though it was a very uncomfortable situation for everyone that was the best option given 
the circumstances… The only option even though she wasn’t fleeing domestic violence or 
in a crisis of that nature would be to claim that she was in order to get emergency 
accommodation. That wasn’t an option she was willing to take.” 

Most other participants compromise on their housing and living situations to lesser degrees. Their 
ability to maintain their current situations are reliant on continued job security and stable housing 
costs. A number of participants looking to improve their housing and living situations seek to build 
their assets and wealth by entering the housing market. 

Housing aspirations and expectations 

All of those participants who are currently renting or paying board indicated a strong preference 
for buying their own home. All participants have or are looking to put down long-term roots in 
Canberra, so value the permanency, security and wealth-generation aspects of owning their 
home. Renting, by contrast, is largely seen as a transitional state, or one forced upon individuals 
without the means to buy a home. 

Some of the participants have long experience in the Canberra housing market. While they 
acknowledge that the market is harder to break into than in past years, they hold the perception 
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that individual and family expectations for housing can be unrealistically high. Ken, who works in 
the hospitality sector and has rental properties, offers this observation, 

“I think part of it too is this general social expectation that you’re going to buy this 
magnificent house when you are young and that’s where you’re going to raise your 
children and grow old in.” 

Reflecting on his experiences here and overseas, Ken advises people to enter the housing 
market from the bottom end and build their assets over time, 

“Having been overseas… the general thing is for young people starting out, and this is a 
social norm, it’s not a stigma, but they typically move into one bedroom or studio 
apartments that they’re buying. They can afford to live in very small places, they can meet 
the repayments and on top of that they’re saving for the next house and they’ve got this 
asset that’s growing with them. Nobody expects to move into even a two bedroom 
apartment, my god, that’s a luxury.” 

Ken and Terry observe that people taking out a mortgage tend to borrow the maximum amount 
allowed to buy the largest home possible. This means they can only afford the minimum 
repayment required under the terms of the mortgage when in fact buying cheaper homes and 
being able to pay more than the minimum repayments can put people in a much superior financial 
position,  

“People will tend to borrow the maximum amount their income will allow to buy that bigger 
unit instead of buying something smaller that’s easily affordable where they can do what 
Terry’s done and then on-sell it in maybe five years time and afford the family home that 
everybody wants.” Ken. 

“Because if you pay over the odds, you can reduce the overall amount quite substantially 
which the banks don’t really want you to know. They’re happy for you to pay the minimum 
rate.” Terry. 

Terry acknowledges that banks will often charge penalties for early repayment of mortgages and 
offers the following pieces of advice: 

“All you do is when you sign up is ask them “is there any penalty for paying out 
early?” …Some banks were hitting up people, my bank wasn’t one of them, but some 
banks were hitting up people for two or three grand for getting out of their contracts early. 
The only way to find out is to ask the banks and ask the mortgage brokers because they 
are the ones who know. They won’t tell you out of the goodness of their heart, you have to 
go and actually ask them.” 

“Talking to a mortgage broker, I found that very beneficial. And it doesn’t cost anything 
because they get their money out of the bank. Even if you don’t sign up to anything, listen 
to what they have to say. They do come up with good information and advice.” 

Most of the younger participants and participants looking to break into the housing market have 
relatively modest housing expectations. Katie puts it this way, 

“I don’t have a problem living in an attached house. I’m not looking for a dream house with 
four bedrooms and a pool. I just want a normal house… I don’t even want to have a 
backyard. I just want a two bedroom little house that is mine. And that’s it.” 

“I will be happy to have my own place anywhere. I don’t really look suburb by suburb and 
say ‘oh, this suburb is bad’. For me, it doesn’t happen.” 
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The experience of Katie and her husband is reasonably typical of young working families looking 
to break into Canberra’s housing market. They currently live in a small, but reasonably affordable 
rental property in Canberra’s north. Both Katie and her husband work full-time, with Katie working 
in childcare. Katie and her husband would like to buy their own home, but struggle to raise 
enough savings for a deposit while fulfilling their other aspiration to begin a family, 

“We would like to start our family, have children and stuff like that. It will be very hard. 
We’re trying to save for a deposit but it’s really hard now. To start a new family… how you 
afford to have a baby and save up to get a deposit for your own house…” 

This causes a degree of frustration for Katie. She feels as if by paying rent, her money is wasted 
rather than being invested in their future equity and wealth through a mortgage, 

“I want to have my own house and I don’t want to flush my money into a toilet. Each time I 
pay my rent, I’m flushing it away.” 

Other participants have reasonably modest housing aspirations for personal and family reasons, 

“I purposely went for a 2 bedroom apartment or a unit so I can have my son stay for a 
visit.” 

Daniel, a full-time Security Guard, is also looking to raise a deposit, but struggles to save enough 
on top of his current rent and general living expenses, 

“…I’ve been trying to save on top of my current rent, but with all of the costs of running a 
car and all the cost of living expenses, I can only afford another $200 a fortnight to put 
away in saving, so it’s going to take me a while to build up. Because mortgages these 
days, they want you to have so much ready before you even consider a mortgage.” 

As mentioned, Paul is living in a multiple family household while he and his wife save for a 
deposit. Paul is looking to buy a detached house. He sees this as a financial imperative as he 
looks to secure his family’s financial wellbeing – with buying a detached house important for 
growing their family equity, 

“Where it’s semi-attached and all that where it’s got a single attached wall, it’s not good, 
because if you tried to sell it, it’s always a lower resale value. Double attached where 
you’ve got a block, those long blocks with a front and back yard, they’re even worse to try 
and resell.” 

For others, their financial circumstances place a very real constraint on their housing 
expectations. The quality of housing they can currently afford, in particular, moderates their future 
expectations. As two of the younger participants with modest or no expectations for buying a 
house put it, 

“And another thing with the quality of the house. It’s horrible.” 

“I’ve got a tiny room. It’s abysmal.” 

For many of these participants, buying a home seems out of reach at least in their current 
financial situation, 

“I’ve given up on the dream of buying a house because it’s not within the realm of 
plausibility.” 

“We did go to the bank at one stage to look at buying, but there’s no way we could save 
up for a deposit.” 



6  Housing and the labour market in the ACT 
 

 

“Of course, we’d prefer to buy a house.” 

Lyndal Ryan from United Voice also reflected on her interactions with union members working 
across the hospitality, property services and early childhood education and care sectors. A 
combination of low pay and slow pay growth, reliance on temporary and unstable work contracts 
and new and increasing costs of living and housing means that workers in these sectors looking 
to enter the housing and rental market often face great difficulty meeting modest housing 
expectations – such as committing to a 12 month lease in a shared rental property, let alone 
buying a house. 

House prices 

An evident tension between those already in the housing market, those looking to enter the 
market and those who feel locked out is the relative costs and benefits of rising house prices. 
Some participants who bought their homes a number of years ago grew their wealth and 
prosperity off the back of rising house prices. Those who are currently looking to buy seek to do 
the same, though higher house prices pose a higher entry cost. For those outside and unable to 
access home ownership, increasing house prices is seen as inflating their housing costs without 
the wealth generation benefits. 

In the opinion of Andrew, who feels locked out of home ownership, the housing market in the ACT 
is geared too far to the interests of speculative investors at the expense of aspiring home owners, 

“I think that it’s because people are buying these things as investments. And they expect 
the value of these places to keep on going up in perpetuity… if the price is just going to 
keep going up you’re just going to be squeezing normal people out of housing. But they 
view them as investments, they see them as dollar figures. And they don’t see that ‘oh 
housing’s meant to be serving a purpose here’, not just lining the pockets of investors.”  

While house prices is not an issue unique to the ACT, Liz suggests that it is a particular problem 
in Canberra, 

“I’m just comparing Canberra to other states. I’ve lived in Melbourne. It is more expensive 
here. Housing is definitely more expensive.” 

Daniel, who is currently saving for a home loan deposit, agrees suggesting that, 

“The Canberra real estate market seems to be out for the investor rather than getting 
people into their first place or getting people to where they actually live.” 

Many participants argue that house prices in the ACT are out of line with their underlying values. 
Rising land prices driven by population demand and real and artificial land scarcity are seen as 
the principal drivers of house price growth. While this might increase the financial wealth of those 
already in the housing market, there are concerns around its sustainability and the degree to 
which it reflects real asset wealth – as well as concerns around the equity between those inside 
and outside the housing market. Andrew raises the sustainability and equity issues in this way, 

“They know that provided they keep inflating the price of houses, they can sell at some 
point and flip a profit. So, the system’s geared to continually inflate this stuff. It’s not going 
to go down until there’s a major economic collapse. And that just it means it stuffs over the 
regular people that need to live in these places.” 

Carl, who is a mortgage holder, argues that house prices are out of line with values, 
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 “And the fact that the market up until this point at any rate has been ridiculous the way 
prices have moved. Anyone with any rational overview of the process would say you’re 
paying a half million dollars for a house that’s not worth that.” 

Terry, who owns his home outright, points to one way in which the demand for and supply of land 
drives house prices, 

“I get a half a mill for my place easy. But it’s not the house that you’re buying, it’s actually 
the land because the next person to buy my place I reckon would knock it all down, knock 
down the garage and put up a triplex because the zoning allows for a triplex on my block 
and they could do that. They’re not buying the house, they’re buying the land. The houses 
are hopeless.” 

There is general recognition that house prices in the ACT have fallen from their peaks of a few 
years ago. In the view of participants, prices are still very high and price falls are likely to be 
temporary. Carl argues that the current issue in the ACT with loose fill asbestos in Mr Fluffy 
homes is already putting upward pressure on house prices by bringing more buyers into the 
market and encouraging more sellers to take their house to auction. This, according to Carl, is 
having an effect across the housing market, not just in Mr Fluffy homes, 

“One thing I have noticed, even on my street which is not affected by Mr Fluffly, they’re all 
selling by auction simply because they know they’re going to get a helluva lot better price 
than if they gave a bulk standard price.” 

“The thing is though it’s because these new people are coming into the market and getting 
kicked out of their own homes and that’s why they can get a better price at auction, simply 
because there are more buyers now, more people wanting to get into a house.” 

Katie is conscious of the cyclical nature of house prices, understanding that the current downturn 
in the housing market is unlikely to be permanent. The possibility that house price growth will 
return to previous levels makes it difficult to know whether they will be able to save enough for a 
deposit in the medium term,  

“I heard that now is the right time to buy a house because the prices are the lowest. Is that 
true? …Let’s say I save up for a deposit. It’ll take a long time, say four or five years. After 
five years, are prices going to go up again and will I need to put more into the deposit? 
How are we going to do that?” 

The rental market 

Across the two focus groups, participants offered a collective perspective on how the Canberra 
housing market, particularly the rental market, has changed in recent years. Participants are 
aware that house and rental prices in Canberra have come down from very high peaks in recent 
years, however, the costs and practicalities of moving and connections to their local area make it 
difficult for individuals and families to move in search of cheaper accommodation. For a number 
of participants, their current housing situation already represents the most affordable and practical 
option available to them. Affordability and competition for rental properties remain as issues even 
in the current market. In terms of practicalities, transport and proximity to work and school and 
neighbourhood safety were the most important issues. 

Ken, who has rental properties of his own, urges people to renegotiate rents with their landlords 
at the first opportunity, 
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“I’m finding that rents are definitely dropping. I would estimate if somebody said 15 to 20% 
I wouldn’t argue. Landlords who don’t renegotiate with their tenants at the end of the 
leases will simply lose them because they’ll go somewhere else.” 

“To anyone that’s currently in a long term rental or with a private landlord or real estate 
agent or that sort of thing that hasn’t seen a reduction in their rents at the end of their 
lease tell them to talk to their landlord if they’re in direct contact with them or the real 
estate agent and say we want a rental review.” 

None of the participants who are currently renting indicated that they had successfully 
renegotiated their rent. Initiating and proceeding with an attempt to renegotiate rent can be 
challenging, time-consuming, confrontational and intimidating.  

The other option available for people looking for cheaper rent is to move. Of those participants 
who are currently renting, only Andrew has moved in the last 12 months in search of cheaper 
rent. Andrew, who is relatively young, single and works full-time, was compelled to move from his 
share apartment in the inner suburbs after his housemate moved out. He found vacancies in 
shared rental accommodation in the inner suburbs that were within his price range, however, 
competition from other applicants forced him to move to the outer suburbs, 

“I just recently moved… purely because I needed a cheaper place. My housemate moved 
out... I could go through the hassle of trying to find someone, or I could move out. So I 
started looking at a few places. I was first trying to get somewhere closer to here. They 
were all within the price range but by the time I applied, someone had already beaten me 
to it. So then I basically had to move out to [.] to actually get a place. This was a couple of 
months ago.”  

“Yeah, anywhere near the middle, the competition is just intense. As soon as I started 
looking at [.] I had plenty of offers.” 

In his current location, Andrew struggles with both the commute and his neighbours, 

“I don’t really like having to travel that far to work in the morning especially with all the 
peak traffic in this area. I’m not shift work unfortunately, I’m 9 til 6, so in the morning I get 
the peak traffic in the morning and it’s just ridiculous. It takes me 35 minutes to get to 
work. And that’s all petrol that has to go on top of the rent and all that sort of thing.” 

“We have a neighbour who’s got a dog who’s constantly yapping and the couple there, 
they love to have domestics quite frequently. Cops and all that sort of stuff, flashy lights.” 

For others, particularly those not looking for share accommodation, the experience with 
affordability and competition has been different. With respect to affordability in Canberra’s outer 
suburbs, Liz articulated the widely held view of participants this way, 

“But you know, the outskirts are not so cheap.” 

Liz, who has one car in the household, lives in the inner suburbs for the greater mobility it offers 
and the opportunity to avoid parking costs in the city, 

“we stay in the city because we have one car… parking in the city is very expensive so 
you have to be either living around there or you take a house far out and then you drive to 
work in the city and get a park.” 

Comparing Canberra to other places in Australia she has lived, Liz explains, 

“If you go into the suburbs in other places, they’re quite cheap. But here they’re not so 
cheap. Between the city and the outer suburbs, there is some housing that is slightly 
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cheaper. But the far away places are quite expensive actually. And then the commuting 
adds to it.” 

Brian and his family have started looking for more affordable rental accommodation after a 
change in their household income situation. Brian recognises that there are cheaper housing 
options in the outer suburbs of Canberra, but would prefer to remain in their current suburb in 
Canberra’s south due to work and school connections, 

“We have one car and I just cycle into [work]. We could get cheap rent if we went far south 
or far north but it’s not practical to cycle in. We live in the [.] area and that’s great for us as 
far as schools and closeness to my work. But it’s definitely a real struggle.” 

“We want the kids to continue at their school. They’ve got their friends there. It’s a good 
school. So we’ll stay in that area. For me, riding my bike in each day… That’s how we 
save money by not getting out the car. Unfortunately, the buses don’t operate at the time 
of the morning I need to leave.” 

For Brian though, finding affordable housing in the local area has been challenging due to price 
and competition, 

“Recently, my wife has started looking for cheaper places in the neighbourhood. And the 
cheap ones go quickly. It tends to be the overpriced ones that hang around for a while.” 

Two years ago, Daniel was looking for his own rental apartment in Canberra. Even in the outer 
suburbs, he found the asking rents were outside of his price range so he was forced to look in 
Queanbeyan. He was quickly able to find an apartment in Queanbeyan where he now pays 
around a third of his income in rent, 

“But rents are high. I have considered living in the ACT recently, like two years ago when I 
moved to Queanbeyan, but just too high. To rent a 2 bedroom unit in Gungahlin was $440 
a week...” 

“When I first came to Canberra I was looking around the Watson area… That would have 
suited me fine. But looking at the prices, not only to buy but to rent a 2 bedroom apartment 
or townhouse or whatever you call them. It’s part of the inner city they tell me, so inner city 
prices.” 

Daniel, nevertheless, found the competition in Queanbeyan for rental properties difficult. He found 
that having a job gave him an advantage over others in securing a tenancy although having a job 
also made searching for a property difficult, 

“It was pretty quick to get something in Queanbeyan because I was a working person. I 
know of others in Queanbeyan who aren’t so fortunate, lost work and that means they’ve 
had to move further out of town from Queanbeyan also.” 

“But I found it hard, the competition as well, for Queanbeyan real estate at that stage 
when I was looking two years ago.” 

“I was finding it hard just to get on the cycle of going and looking at places because I was 
having to work. So with the competition you had to go look at the place before you actually 
made a decision to apply for a place. I had to take the day off work to look into that. The 
real estate agents in Queanbeyan don’t work on the weekends so all the inspections were 
during the week.” 
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Daniel drives to work. He has been affected by the wider introduction of paid parking in the ACT 
recently, although he is able to get a subsidised rate. He has looked at the option of public 
transport, but found that bus timetables do not suit his work hours, 

“I was considering catching a bus as many people do from the Queanbeyan centre to the 
city. But they just don’t run for shift workers. Which is the problem with catching public 
transport. I would like to catch public transport and would prefer that.” 

Damien, who is boarding with his family in the outer suburbs, has formed a strong connection to 
his current suburb despite some crime and a less than perfect reputation, 

“But we’re in [.] and it’s a great suburb. It has all these back paths and if you have dogs 
and families and kids it’s great. The police hate it because there are so many kids and 
they’ll dump a car in one end and they’ll just go run around the back path and you’ll see 
them running as the cops chase after them... We do find the odd car, but honestly it’s a 
great suburb and it’s great for a family and it’s still quite cheap. The houses are well built.” 

“The outer suburbs are cheap though and even the ones that have a bad rep aren’t that 
bad. It depends on where you are and how you get along with your neighbours.” 

Nevertheless, for practical reasons, Damien is looking to move closer to the city and closer to 
where he works on the other side of the city, 

“I’d love to live closer to where I am, that’s one of the reasons why I want to move – to try 
and get somewhere a bit closer.” 

Neighbourhood safety was an important issue for most, if not all, participants. Levels of crime and 
safety are perceived to vary across Canberra with some pockets of high crime. Canberra as a 
whole though is considered very safe, a factor that contributes to the overall liveability of the city. 
As Liz put it, 

“Safety is important. For me, safety is important.” 

“But that’s where Canberra, I think for safety, compared to other places is a safer place, 
definitely.” 

“It’s expensive, but it’s safer than other states I think in many cases. It’s supposed to be 
the most liveable place. I don’t know about the poor – how liveable it is for the poor.” 

Employment and the workforce 

The ability of households to manage housing costs is heavily dependent on stable and secure 
labour market outcomes. Most households rely on multiple incomes, with many individual 
household members relying on two or more jobs, extended working hours and overtime and 
penalty wage rates. For these households, housing affordability is contingent on ongoing job 
security and sacrifices in their work/life balance. For other individuals and households, the 
inability to access and retain regular, stable employment with sufficient hours creates 
precariousness in household finances that makes it difficult to access and afford housing. 

Focus group participants largely rely on multiple household incomes to afford housing and living 
costs. For many, like Katie, the number of household income earners is a fundamental 
determinant of the housing options available to them, 

“…if I were by myself, single, no way can I afford a one bedroom apartment… I would 
have to share accommodation. I’m not saying it’s the worst option, it’s not the end of my 
life. But you don’t want to share accommodation like a student for the rest of your life.” 
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The pressure to meet housing and living costs leads a number of focus group participants to take 
on two jobs and/or extended working hours. Katie and her husband work in full-time jobs and then 
do additional work on the weekends, 

“I’m working two jobs actually, because I’m working in childcare and then on weekends I’m 
doing babysitting.” 

“My husband works seven days a week.” 

Paul and his wife also work in full-time jobs. Paul works six 12 hour shifts in every eight days and 
then makes himself available to work on his days off, 

“The base is four 12 hour shifts, that’s 48 hours. I do another two extra, that’s what I 
signed off on. I do six on, two off and then they call me on those days off quite often.”  

“That’s how we’re saving, working seven days. Don’t worry about a holiday. You’d need a 
day off to get holiday.” 

Participants like Katie and Paul are driven by the ambition to buy and eventually own their homes, 
raise families and lead more comfortable lifestyles. For others, the long working hours required to 
support reasonably modest housing and living standards is a disincentive to workforce 
participation in sectors that underpin the ACT economy. Andrew, a full-time Security Guard, feels 
that the pressure to work long hours to meet housing and living expenses is a disincentive to live 
and work in Canberra at all, 

“I’m doing 90 hours a fortnight, so that’s 45 hours a week. And that’s a minimum. 
Normally, I’d do some overtime on top of that. And here I am, barely bothering to continue 
working. I could move to somewhere cheaper, go on Centrelink, get government housing 
and hey I’d have more time. I’d be slightly financially worse off, but not by much.” 

Declining job security associated with recent weakness in the ACT labour market can have a 
dramatic impact on the financial security of households. The loss of household income from the 
loss of a job, family breakdown or the inability to work due to illness or injury can quickly shift 
households from a relatively comfortable financial position to a much weaker one, even for 
households with multiple incomes. Brian has two jobs, his main job in the horticulture sector. 
Brian’s wife recently lost her full-time job, placing the family in a difficult financial position, 

“I guess I would be in the middle income bracket. My wife halfway through last year was 
made retrenched. She now has casual work but we’re really struggling now.” 

Nevertheless, a number of focus group participants with permanent, full-time employment have 
confidence in their job security. This is likely to reflect in part the composition of focus group 
participants, with most participants working in the child care and private security sectors 
recognising an ongoing demand for labour in the ACT. As Katie puts it, 

“In childcare, I think there’s enough work. I don’t feel insecure that I’m going to lose my 
job, I know there’s going to be a job for me. In this one place, I’d like to work there for the 
rest of my life. Unless they knock down the building, I’ll be able to stay.” 

Job security for a number of participants, particularly in the private security sector, relies on their 
employer being able to retain government contracts. Terry is currently unemployed after his 
former employer lost its private security contract to another firm. In other recent contract changes, 
participants have been able to secure work with the incoming firm.  
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Even where work remains available in the event of contract changes, the pressure to win and 
retain profitability during contracts means that firms are constantly seeking to contain and reduce 
costs. This places downward pressure on wages and conditions for employees and upward 
pressure on housing and financial stress. According to Dennis, a Security Guard, 

“It’s all about price on these contracts. They keep cutting the price paid to people, less 
money and less money. I was here at the last meeting and they said the last three 
companies I’ve worked for over the last few years have got a reduction every time, every 
year paid less money.” 

Wages and conditions are the source of considerable workplace tensions. Dennis argues that 
workers are reluctant to confront their employers or take their issues to the union, a reluctance 
which itself becomes a cause of housing and financial stress, 

“When you’re talking about housing affordability and all that sort of stuff, these people who 
keep letting the employers chop their wages and do this and do that and don’t give them 
increases – well, of course, they’re going to get to that.” 

“If the union’s got support from the employees working in the industry, the union’s got 
more clout to do what they want to do to go forward but if they’ve got nobody or very few, 
like this, how can they do anything on behalf of 1,500 people?”  

The general perception among workers in the child care and private security sectors is that there 
is, if anything, a shortage of workers. Shortages are driven not so much by a lack of job seekers, 
but rather difficulties attracting and retaining workers given the wages and conditions of the work. 
In the private security and childcare sectors, staff turnover is regarded as very high. As Dennis 
puts it, 

“Some of these employers haven’t got enough people, they’re paying overtime rates to get 
them to work.”  

“A couple of companies that I’ve worked for have employed 20 people extra. In six months 
time, they’re not there. And I reckon a lot of it is how they get treated.” 

Liz recognises that staff turnover is very high across the early childhood care and education 
sector. In her workplace, turnover is relatively low among permanent, full-time staff, though high 
among casual, respite staff, who despite being fully qualified struggle financially with insufficient 
hours and pay, 

“I believe in early childhood, we have a high turnover.” 

“Because [staff levels] have to be maintained all the time, when people have their lunch 
breaks, we have to get people to cover them. So they only get say two and a half to three 
hours a day or whatever the minimum is. So that doesn’t add up to much. There are 
people that come that suits them because they are doing some study or something. But 
they’re qualified people. Because now everyone has to be qualified.” 

“Those people don’t have a good salary. Even though they’re getting continuous work.” 

In other sectors, a lack of jobs is a cause for concern. Some participants work with colleagues 
with professional qualifications who have been unable to find work in their fields and so have 
been forced to take on whatever job they can find. As Daniel says,  

“I do work with people who are overqualified for working in the security industry but they 
just can’t get jobs in their chosen fields, even law.” 
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A shortage of permanent jobs and the increasing predominance of temporary and contract work 
in high and lower skilled occupations has important implications for housing in the ACT. Reliance 
on temporary and short term contracts impedes the ability of people to commit to rental leases, 
save for rental bonds and mortgage deposits, access mortgage finance and meet repayment 
commitments over the long term. New labour force entrants, including young people leaving 
school and tertiary education, are particularly affected.  

Through her interactions with union members, Lyndal Ryan from United Voice observes that, 

“I think of all the casuals in hospitality, there’s a lot of people who the first part of their 
working life looks like a series of casual, temporary jobs around the place. So I think that 
delays the ability for people to get their first rental property – not that their ambitions are 
so great, there’s just not the permanent jobs out there that there were.” 

“…the thing that stops them from actually moving to the next step whether that’s a group 
house or paying rent is actually they can’t commit to that. They’d lose their bond. If they 
could raise their bond, they would lose it at the time they lost their job. So that feels like a 
really big risk for them.” 

“And they won’t even be high school jobs. They not necessarily just entry-level jobs.” 

Household expenditure compromises and sacrifices 

Individuals and households continually make implicit and explicit spending decisions and 
compromises to pursue and retain their housing and financial objectives. Expenditure 
compromises on food, holidays, leisure and other personal and household items are often made 
with the goal of building future wealth and prosperity. In other cases, compromise and sacrifice 
are constant and increasing aspects of ongoing housing and financial difficulties. The nature and 
scale of compromise varies from household to household, with household income and income 
security being important determining factors. 

Compromise and sacrifice is an intrinsic part of life for focus group participants. Participants are 
highly conscious of the fact they go without holidays and leisure activities for long periods of time, 
though less conscious of sacrifices on day-to-day personal and household items, such as 
groceries, clothing and home heating and cooling. These compromises are nevertheless implicit 
in the lengths participants go in managing household finances. While the housing and labour 
markets fluctuate over time, sacrifice and compromise has been the experience of participants 
over many years and across multiple generations. 

Participants, such as Terry and Dennis, have sacrificed over many years to achieve their housing 
objectives. Terry, who now owns his home outright, reflects on his experience paying a mortgage 
this way, 

“It was discipline for the first six to 12 months, buying the cheapest groceries, electricity, 
all that sort of thing, just watching exactly what we spent… And then slowly over the 
years, it got easier.” 

For Dennis, sacrifice is an important part of home ownership, 

“I’ve always been a house owner. To own a house, you’ve got to go without something.” 

“I’ve never had what I call good holidays, go here for a week, go camping for a week, this, 
that, but never anything what you would call decent in years. But that’s my take on the 
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whole thing. If you want to have your own place and end up hopefully better off in your 
retirement, you’ve got to put in the hard yards before. And the longer you leave it, the 
older you get, the harder it is. I still work two jobs.” 

At the other end of the home ownership spectrum, participants like Paul and Daniel are actively 
saving to buy a home. In doing so, they sacrifice on all other non-essential household 
expenditures. As Paul explains, 

“So three years of hard saving and you mentioned holidays, we don’t have holidays. No 
holidays. Most of the decisions we make are about saving money. Simple as that.”  

Daniel provides these insights, 

“I try and put $200 a fortnight in saving, but I’ll have to go without something for that. I’m 
not talking about food, but other luxuries.” 

“I’ve had to go without decent holidays. Two years ago, I took my son away on holiday to 
Adelaide and that was the first holiday we’ve had by ourselves and my first holiday for 
seven years or ten years or something like that.” 

“We don’t run our heaters in winter for obvious reasons. It costs too much. It would be nice 
to be able to run the heaters a little bit. Same with cooling in summer, it’s just not done.” 

“I use extra blankets instead of using heaters. It’s just one way of saving on the electricity 
bill.” 

When asked whether he would be able to raise $2,000 in a week for an emergency, Daniel 
responds, 

“I’d ask my family for that. And I’d usually be able to. I’d still have to pay my family back on 
an interest free loan. But yes, I do carry a credit card for emergencies.” 

Participants currently in the private rental market, such as Brian, Liz and Andrew, would prefer to 
buy a home in Canberra but are not in a position to do so. Despite not saving for a home loan 
deposit or paying a mortgage, these participants also make sacrifices and face pressures on their 
household income. Brian says that, 

“We try and save money wherever we can, we buy our clothes at the op shops.”  

“We went to the coast for the first time two and a half weeks ago. We don’t do holidays 
either.”  

Liz is able to meet important costs of living, so long as her husband continues to work outside 
Canberra, 

“That’s why my husband’s working [.]. He can only move either if he retires or he gets a 
proper job here. Because with one person’s job, you cannot afford to do all the things you 
need to do.” 

Despite working full-time and living in shared rental accommodation, Andrew would also struggle 
to raise $2,000 in a week in the event of an emergency, 

“No, that would be something that goes on the credit card and then maybe in three years 
time will be paid off.” 

An important issue for focus group participants was how the rising cost of living affects household 
finances and expenditure decisions. Brian notes the impact of new and emerging costs, 
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“…the cost of living has really gone up in I guess the last ten years. You’ve got higher 
electricity prices – they’re ridiculous. You’ve got extra costs now. You haven’t just got your 
home phone, you’ve got your mobile phone, your internet. All these extra costs that you 
didn’t used to have…” 

Lyndal Ryan from United Voice agrees, 

“At the time for those of us that remember those sorts of things, we didn’t have to pay for 
television broadcasts into our house because that was free and your phone line was free. 
And there are lots of other things that people have to cope with now.” 

Katie, who has lived in Europe and Australia, observes, 

“Food costs are much lower in Europe than here. Electricity. The internet is ridiculously 
expensive here.” 

These costs have become a part of essential household expenditure, which for focus group 
participants puts additional pressures on individuals and households to compromise on other 
areas of household expenditure. 

Government policy 

Participants are aware of the range of existing and proposed Territory and Federal Government 
initiatives designed to improve housing affordability. A number have actively sought to take 
advantage of various initiatives though with mixed success. Others express interest in 
government initiatives but require specialised advice as to if and how they can access and benefit 
from them. The most common area in which participants would benefit from government policy is 
in the creation of more affordable access points to home ownership. All those participants who 
are currently renting or paying board would prefer to purchase a home, but find it difficult or 
seemingly impossible to save for a home loan deposit while paying rent or board on their current 
home. 

Paul is currently saving for a home loan deposit and is actively looking to purchase a property in 
the ACT. He entered a recent land ballot, but missed out on account of the high demand, 

“…we’ve also put our names forward for the land ballots as well, it’s a little bit cheaper... I 
think we were 600 out of 300 houses. So 300 people had to refuse their slot before we got 
one. But that doesn’t sound too bad because they come around every six months or so 
there’s another block that comes out. It’s a lottery, so it’s reasonably fair.” 

Paul has also engaged with a range of government initiatives. He was able to access and benefit 
from the First Home Saver Account program set up by the former Federal Government and was 
disappointed to see it abolished by the current Federal Government relatively unnoticed,  

“The saving scheme I got on was the First Home Saver Account.” 

“No one said anything, no one said they got rid of the best thing for first home buyers. It 
was the thing that kept me going.” 

Paul is now looking into the ACT Government Land Rent Scheme. The scheme allows eligible 
households to purchase a dwelling and rent the land the dwelling sits on from the Government. 
For Paul, this would allow him to enter home ownership sooner and with greater security, 
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“…one of the schemes we’re really interested in is the Land Rent Scheme… you don’t 
know what’s going to happen in the future, interest rates might go shooting up and you go 
‘oh my god, I’m stuck with this mega mortgage with mega interest rates’, so it’s a bit of 
peace of mind when you go into the deal. Buy the house first and then down the track we 
can buy the land.” 

“…there could be an inheritance we could slap that on the land later on down the track. 
Pay off the house first and then see where we are, what the situation is. We haven’t done 
the course yet, there’s a course you’ve got to do to apply for it.” 

Under the scheme, the household only buys the dwelling, so only needs to raise mortgage 
finance for the dwelling rather than the dwelling and the land, thereby providing a cheaper entry 
point into home ownership. In exchange, the ACT Government retains ownership over the land 
and accrues the benefits from capital gains on the land through the ongoing collection of land rent 
and eventual sale of the land.  

This separation of ownership between the land and the dwelling creates legal issues particularly 
for mortgage lenders. Indeed, only a small number of banks will provide mortgage finance for 
households accessing the scheme. Ken discovered this after talking to his bank about the 
scheme, 

“With the Land Rent, there’s something odd going on there, because I know for a fact that 
most financial institutions won’t touch those schemes.” 

“…it’s something to do with the insecurity of having the land, then the house on it being 
two separate entities as far as ownership goes.” 

“The crux of their concern was if there was a default then how could they sell the house 
they don’t own the land on? It’s a whole legal minefield.” 

Dennis looked into the Narrabundah Long Stay Park for one of his children. The Park has a 
similar arrangement where ownership of the land and the dwelling are separated between the 
Government and the household respectively. Dennis was put off the scheme when told that 
households receive only a three year lease on the land, believing that a three year lease is too 
great a risk to security of investment and tenure, 

“They’ve got all new units in there now. They’ve put a fair bit of dough in there. And you 
pay let’s say $120 grand for these units, which look alright but you only get a three year 
lease.” 

“I’d enquired for one of my kids as a way of getting started. But not for three years. Three 
years and they close it down and want to move on or do this or do that.” 

Brian recently qualified for access to affordable rental housing through CHC Affordable Housing. 
In his search for cheaper accommodation, Brian was impressed by the potential rent savings 
through CHC, 

“…we came across this organisation, CHC Affordable Housing and we went through the 
processes.” 

“What they do is they offer more affordable housing. They are a not for profit organisation, 
so they offer rental houses at 75% of market value. So, if you rent at $400, your equivalent 
rent through them would be $300 and it’s amazing savings.” 

Brian found a property through CHC and went through the process of applying for eligibility. The 
process was onerous, but he eventually qualified,  
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“To go through the processes we had to jump through a lot of hoops, gather lots of 
information – payslips and historical data and all sorts of things. We found a place in the 
suburb next to us that was $120 cheaper, same sort of set up and we applied and went 
through the processes, gathered the information and we went to an interview. They said 
that we passed the interview and that we could now apply for houses through them.” 

Due to high demand though and a seeming shortage in supply of rental properties, Brian missed 
out on the property, 

“But unfortunately there was someone in the queue before us, so they got the house. 
We’re still looking. They don’t have much.” 

Participants are also aware of emerging policy proposals that encourage institutional investors, 
such as superannuation funds, to invest in affordable housing. Carl raises the idea of allowing 
people to borrow against their own superannuation to buy a house, 

“For arguments sake, say you borrow a $100,000 to buy a property. You borrow it from 
your super fund and you pay say 5.6% where you’d normally pay 5%. And that 0.6% then 
goes to build your base in your super fund at the same time as you’re paying down your 
mortgage.” 

Carl acknowledges arguments that such a policy may exacerbate the problem of housing 
affordability by allowing people greater resources to bid up house asking prices without 
necessarily increasing housing supply. Ken also raises equity issues in allowing people to borrow 
against their own superannuation funds,  

“Most young couples that are starting and trying to get into the housing market certainly 
don’t have acquired super funds that would be of any real benefit to that.” 

Nevertheless, superannuation funds are widely seen by participants to be a viable and untapped 
funding source for expanding the supply of affordable housing. 

Conclusion 

The housing market is intricately linked to the labour market. Households depend on stable labour 
force outcomes to meet housing costs, while workers and employers depend on stable and 
affordable housing as the foundation for economic participation. For most households, the ability 
to afford housing and living costs requires multiple incomes, with many individual household 
members relying on two or more jobs and extended working hours. For these households, 
housing affordability is contingent on ongoing job security and sacrifices in their work/life balance. 
For other individuals and households, the inability to access and retain regular, stable 
employment with sufficient hours creates precariousness in household finances that makes it 
difficult to access and afford housing. Systemic difficulties accessing affordable housing, in turn, 
make it difficult to attract and retain skilled and experienced workforces. 

Despite perceptions, individuals and households can have reasonably modest housing 
expectations. Practical concerns such as proximity to work and school, neighbourhood safety and 
dwelling amenity are important to people though generally secondary to affordability. Many 
individuals would prefer to buy a home and actively pursue home ownership, while others feel 
precluded from home ownership on account of their financial situations. Home ownership is one 
of the primary ways in which individuals and families attain financial security and build their 
financial wealth, while also establishing connections to their local communities. People seemingly 
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locked out of home ownership can feel that home ownership and future prosperity is sacrificed to 
meet immediate material needs. 

Individuals and households make sacrifices and compromises in other areas to attain and 
maintain housing expectations. Aside from sacrificing on home ownership and work/life balance, 
households may sacrifice all forms of non-essential expenditure, including on food and household 
groceries, utilities, clothing, and holidays, while also compromising on their housing and living 
circumstances, by living in group or multiple family households or living further from work, family 
or school. Some individuals and households see these sacrifices as acceptable in pursuit of home 
ownership and financial security later in life, while for others, sacrifice and compromise is an 
ongoing part of day-to-day life. 

The role of home ownership in wealth generation creates a tension between those inside and 
outside the housing market. Rising house prices and rents raises the revenues and asset values 
of home owners, banks, landlords and governments, but threaten to consume an increasing 
proportion of the income of renting households without an offsetting increase in wealth. These 
households acknowledge the important role government policy plays in growing the supply of 
affordable housing for rent and purchase. 


