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Introduction 

The Housing and Homelessness Policy Consortium, ACT has been formed to support housing 
and homelessness policy in the ACT. The Consortium consolidates the work of peak bodies in the 
ACT and leverages resources from across the ACT community sector. Consortium members are 
ACT Shelter, Inc., the ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS), the Women’s Centre for 
Health Matters (WCHM) and the Youth Coalition of the ACT. The consortium receives funding 
from Housing ACT. 

The Consortium commissioned Newspoll to include questions related to housing affordability in 
their November 2014 Canberra Omnibus Survey. The survey is a landline telephone survey of a 
representative sample of 1,000 ACT adults. The findings of the survey indicate that: 

 an estimated 19,600 households in the ACT face housing stress under the commonly 
reported 30/40 rule; 

 approximately 6,600 households in the lowest 40% of household income earners found rent or 
mortgage payments quite or very difficult in the last three months; 

 approximately 7,000 households in the lowest 40% of household income earners 
compromised a lot on food and household groceries in the last 12 months due to financial 
pressures, 7,200 compromised a lot on health and medical treatments and 10,400 
compromised a lot on the quality or location of their home; 

 Community and Personal Service Workers and Sales Workers, such as Health and Welfare 
Support Workers, Child Carers, Hospitality Workers and Sales Assistants, are significantly 
more likely to live in households facing housing stress than workers in other occupation 
groups; 

 Among those individuals and households reporting housing stress, single parent families, 
renting households and people who work outside of the Australian and ACT Public Services 
are particularly overrepresented (see Chart 1). 

Chart 1: Individuals and households facing housing stress by selected characteristics, 
30/40 rule, ACT, November 2014 
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Data 

Newspoll’s Canberra Omnibus Survey is a landline telephone survey of a representative sample 
of 1,000 adults in the ACT. The Housing and Homelessness Policy Consortium purchased a set 
of questions on the November 2014 edition of the survey to quantitatively and qualitatively 
measure housing stress and affordability for different groups and populations in the ACT. These 
are in addition to Newspoll’s standard set of socio-demographic questions. The data items are 
listed in Appendix A.  

The quantitative measure of housing stress is the widely used and reported 30/40 rule. The 30/40 
rule is a rule of thumb that suggests that households in the lowest 40% of household income 
earners paying more than 30% of their gross household income in rent or mortgage payments 
face housing stress.  

 In this survey, households are estimated to fall within the lowest 40% of ACT households if 
their combined gross household income is less than or equal to $100,000 per year. 
Information on gross annual household income in the survey was collected in $10,000 bands 
(eg $40-$49,000). To calculate housing stress under the 30/40 rule, the median point was 
used (eg $45,000).  

 Weekly rent and mortgage payments after deducting any government rent assistance 
(eg Commonwealth Rent Assistance) was also collected to calculate housing stress. No other 
information on housing costs was collected. This means that housing and housing-related 
costs such as rates and utilities were not able to considered in the analyses. 

Whether the 30/40 rule corresponds to actual housing and financial stress depends on a range of 
individual, household and macroeconomic (eg tax rates and subsidies) characteristics that vary 
over time. To further investigate housing stress, survey respondents were asked how difficult they 
found making rent or mortgage payments in the three months before the survey. Survey 
respondents were also asked about whether they made compromises in the 12 months before the 
survey due to financial pressures – compromises on food and household groceries, health and 
medical treatments and family and leisure activities. 

Housing and financial stress can also be disguised under the 30/40 rule by individual and 
household decisions and compromises. Households may, for example, lower their housing costs 
by compromising on the quality or location of their home or individuals may increase their income 
by working more hours than they would prefer. To investigate this possibility, survey respondents 
were asked whether they had to compromise on the convenience of the location of their home 
(location), the size and features of their home (quality) or their work/life balance in the last 12 
months due to financial pressures. 

A range of social, economic and demographic information was also collected from respondents. 
The occupation and job title of the respondent was collected and coded to the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics (ABS) occupation classification, the Australian and New Zealand Standard 
Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO), 2013. 

Methods 

An important function of the statistical analysis is to estimate whether the survey results can be 
said to be representative. That is, that the results reflect the ACT population as a whole. There 
are two sources of error that may mean that the results are not representative – sample error and 
non-sample error.  

Sample error arises from inevitable discrepancies between the results of a sample of 1,000 
people and the entire ACT population. Sample error is estimated and reported through confidence 

http://www.abs.gov.au/anzsco
http://www.abs.gov.au/anzsco
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intervals. Confidence intervals are bands around each of the percentages and estimates reported 
from the survey, indicating the range that the estimate for all of the ACT is expected to lie within.  

 In this report, 13% of households in the survey face housing stress under the 30/40 rule. The 
confidence interval is reported as: (95% CI:[9%,17%]). This indicates that we are 95% 
confident that the true proportion of households facing housing stress in the ACT is between 
9% and 17%. 

Statistical tests are used to determine whether the difference in two or more survey proportions is 
likely to be true for the total ACT population or just as likely to be due to sample or random error. 
If the difference is considered true for the ACT population, it is said to be statistically significant. 
The tests used in this report are called the chi square test and logistic regression. The choice of 
test depends on the number and type of variables being analysed. A chi square test, for example, 
is used to determine the probability that the difference between the proportion of renting 
households facing housing stress and the proportion of mortgage households facing housing 
stress is entirely due to sample error. 

 Where the probability is less than 5%, the difference is considered statistically significant (that 
is, true for the population as a whole) and highly statistically significant where the probability is 
less than 1%. Statistical significance and high statistical significance are denoted in this report 
by p<0.05 and p<0.01 respectively. 

 Importantly, statistical significance does not refer to the size or magnitude of differences in the 
population as a whole. 

Non-sample error arises when the sample is skewed so that it is not representative of the total 
population. For example, if only renting households were surveyed, then the survey estimate of 
housing stress is not representative. This is because households that are purchasing or own their 
home are likely to have different levels of housing stress than renting households. This type of 
error often arises in landline telephone surveys as they tend to underrepresent younger people 
and lower income households among others. Newspoll use a set of techniques to ensure an 
adequate number of responses by age, sex and suburb in the Canberra Omnibus Survey. 

After the survey is completed, different weights are applied to each survey response. This is to 
match the demographic profile of the survey results with the demographic profile of the ACT. For 
this study, survey responses were also weighted by housing/landlord type to ensure that the mix 
of renting households, home purchasers and home owners in the survey results matches the 
overall mix in the ACT.  

Housing stress 

Analyses of the survey results estimate that 31% of ACT households in the bottom 40% of 
household income face housing stress under the 30/40 rule (95% CI:[22%, 39%]). This means 
that these households earn gross household income that is in the lowest 40% of all households in 
the ACT and pay more than 30% of gross household income in rent or mortgage costs.  

 This indicates that 13% of all ACT households (95% CI:[9%,17%]), or approximately 19,600 
households in the ACT face housing stress (95% CI:[13,300, 25,900]). 

For many households, this translates into current and recent difficulties in meeting housing costs. 
In the last three months, 6,600 households in the bottom 40% of household income found rent or 
mortgage payments quite or very difficult (95% CI:[3,600, 9,600]). A further 15,700 households in 
the bottom 40% of household income found rent/mortgage payments a little difficult 
(95% CI:[9,800, 21,600]). 
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In the last 12 months, households in the bottom 40% of household income in the ACT made the 
following compromises due to financial pressures: 

 7,000 households compromised a lot on food and household groceries 
(95% CI:[4,100, 9,900]); 

 7,200 households compromised a lot on health and medical treatments for themselves or their 
families (95% CI:[3,600, 10,800]); 

 17,300 households compromised a lot on family and leisure activities 
(95% CI:[12,500, 22,000]); 

 5,900 households compromised a lot on the size or features (quality) of their home 
(95% CI:[3,000, 8,700]); 

 4,300 households compromised a lot on the convenience of where they live (location) 
(95% CI:[2,000, 6,600]); 

 6,700 households compromised a lot on their work/life balance (95% CI:[2,900, 10,600]); and 

 23,600 households compromised a lot on any one of the six areas of compromise 
(95% CI:[17,800, 29,400]). 

Housing stress as measured by the 30/40 rule is a significant predictor of the expenditure 
compromises households make due to financial pressures and difficulties paying rent or mortgage 
payments. From the survey and compared with households in the bottom 40% of household 
income but not facing housing stress, households facing housing stress were: 

 four times more likely to have compromised a lot on food and household groceries in the last 
12 months; 

 eleven times more likely to have compromised a lot on health and medical treatments; 

 three times more likely to have compromised a lot on family and leisure activities; 

 three times to more likely to have compromised a lot on work/life balance; and 

 seven times more likely to have found making rent or mortgage payments quite or very 
difficult in the last three months. 

All of these are highly statistically significant (p<0.01), indicating more than 99% confidence that a 
higher proportion of ACT households as a whole, as opposed to just those households surveyed, 
compromised in the last 12 months or experienced difficulties paying rent/mortgage payments in 
the last three months if faced with housing stress. Chart 2 shows the proportions compromising or 
experiencing difficulties by housing stress status. A considerably higher proportion of households 
facing housing stress, for example, compromised on health and medical treatments in the last 12 
months due to financial pressures (30%) than households not facing housing stress (4%). 

Housing stress is not a significant predictor of whether households compromised on the quality or 
location of their homes in the last 12 months. This perhaps indicates that households implicitly or 
explicitly manage and avoid housing stress by living in lower quality homes and/or in less 
desirable locations. 
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Chart 2:  Household compromises and difficulties by whether household faces housing 
stress, ACT, November 2014 
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people working in Professional occupations. Of survey respondents, 46% of Sales Workers and 
40% of Community and Personal Workers were living in housing stress. These estimates should 
be interpreted with caution given relatively large confidence intervals around each. Chart 3 shows 
the proportion of households facing housing stress by the occupation category of the respondent. 

A significantly higher proportion of Sales Workers (p<0.05) and Community and Personal Service 
Workers (p<0.01) live in households facing housing stress even after controlling for the age group 
of the respondent. This suggests that the incidence of housing stress for these occupations is 
relatively high across age groups. 

Chart 3: Housing stress under the 30/40 rule by occupation category, ACT, November 2014 
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Table 1: Occupations facing housing stress, mortgage/rent difficulties or compromises 

ANZSCO Occupation category ANZSCO 3 digit occupation 

Not employed Not employed 

Managers Business Administration Managers 

  Construction, Distribution and Production Managers 

Professionals Information and Organisation Professionals 

  Human Resource and Training Professionals 

  Tertiary Education Teachers 

  Midwifery and Nursing Professionals 

Community and Personal Workers Health and Welfare Support Workers 

  Hospitality Workers 

  Child Carers 

  Sports and Fitness Workers 

Clerical and Administrative Workers General Clerks 

  Logistics Clerks 

  Accounting Clerks and Bookkeepers 

Sales Workers Sales Assistants and Salespersons 

Table 1 only lists occupations reported by survey respondents. Due to small sample sizes in 
some occupations, this is not an exhaustive list of all occupations. Labourers and Machinery 
Operators and Drivers, in particular, were underrepresented in the survey. Workers in a number 
of occupations within these two groups are also likely to face housing stress, difficulties or 
compromises, such as Cleaners, Delivery Drivers, Storepersons, Kitchenhands and Building and 
Plumbing Labourers. 

Housing and landlord types 

ACT households paying rent or a mortgage face greater financial pressures than households who 
own their home outright. Almost one in ten (9%) households paying rent or a mortgage reported 
that making rent or mortgage payments was difficult or very difficult in the last three months 
(95% CI:[6%, 12%]).  

A further 35% of households paying rent or a mortgage reported a little difficulty making rent or 
mortgage payments in the last three months (95% CI:[28%, 41%]). 

 There is no statistically significant difference between the proportion of renting and mortgage 
households that found payments very or quite difficult in the last three months.  

 Renting households, however, were significantly more likely to have found payments at least 
a little difficult than mortgage households (p=0.01). Of renting households, 38% 
(95% CI:[25%, 52%]) found rent payments at least a little difficult in the last three months, 
compared with 20% (95% CI:[13%, 26%]) of mortgage households. 

 According to the 30/40 rule, 33% (95% CI:[19%, 46%]) of all ACT renting households and 
12% (95% CI:[7%, 17%]) of mortgage households face housing stress. 

Renting households were also more likely to make expenditure compromises due to financial 
pressures than people in households that own or are buying their home. In households paying 
rent to a private or public landlord,  
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 49% (95% CI:[37%, 62%]) of people compromised a little and 15% (95% CI:[7%, 23%]) 
compromised a lot on food and household groceries in the past 12 months due to financial 
pressures;  

 21% (95% CI:[12%, 31%]) of people compromised a little and 14% (95% CI:[5%, 23%]) of 
people compromised a lot on health and medical treatments for themselves or their family; 
and  

 23% (95% CI:[13%, 34%]) compromised a little and 20% (95% CI:[11%, 30%]) compromised 
a lot on the quality or location of their home. 

Households with a mortgage also experience substantial levels of financial stress. Individuals in 
households paying a mortgage were significantly more likely to compromise a lot of health and 
medical treatments (p<0.01), the quality of their home (p<0.05) and their work/life balance 
(p<0.05) in the last 12 months than individuals in households that owned their home outright. 
Chart 4 shows the proportion of households in the ACT who made compromises in the past 12 
months due to financial pressures by whether households own, mortgage or rent their home. 

Chart 4: Household compromises due to financial pressures, ACT, 12 months to Nov 2014 
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Age and sex are significant predictors of whether individuals compromised a lot in the last 12 
months due to financial pressures. A significantly (p<0.05) higher proportion of females 
compromised a lot on food and household groceries. 

Younger people made greater compromises in the last 12 months due to financial pressures. A 
significantly higher proportion of people aged 30-39 years (p<0.01) and 40-49 years (p<0.01) 
compromised a lot in any one of the six areas of compromises than people aged 60 years and 
over. Those aged 30-39 years were significantly more likely to have compromised a lot on health 
and medical treatments (p<0.01) and on the quality and location of their home (p<0.01) in the last 
12 months due to financial pressures than people age 60 years and over. 

The proportion of individuals aged 18-29 years who compromised is not significantly different 
from those aged 60 years and over partly because a large proportion of young people, particularly 
aged 18-24 years live with their parents. Individuals aged 18-29 years were nevertheless 
significantly more likely to compromise a lot on health and medical treatments (p<0.05) and the 
size and features of their home (p<0.01) than individuals aged 60 years and over. 

Chart 5 shows the proportion of people that compromised a lot in the last 12 months in any of the 
six areas by age group and sex. The proportions are highest in the 30-39 year age group and 
then decline with age.  

Chart 5: Individuals that compromised a lot in the last 12 months by age and sex, ACT 
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These findings come despite recent declines in house prices and asking rents in the ACT. 
Although the softer housing market in the ACT may have improved the situation for some, rising 
unemployment, underemployment and hidden unemployment, increasing economic weakness, 
slow wages growth, fixed or ‘sticky’ rent and mortgage payments, population growth and 
mismatches in the supply of and demand for affordable housing mean that the financial situations 
of many households may have deteriorated or remained the same. 

The housing and financial difficulties faced by people working outside of the Australian Public 
Service highlight the challenges faced in growing in diversifying the ACT economy. High levels of 
housing stress for individuals working in the private sector, particularly in the retail, hospitality and 
community sectors, may well act as an impediment for ACT businesses in recruiting and retaining 
skilled workforces and subsequently growing the private sector in the ACT. While some 
businesses can afford to offer higher wages, smaller, emerging and export-oriented businesses 
are likely to struggle. Additionally, the benefits of high incomes to the ACT economy, in terms of 
higher disposable household incomes and consumer spending are at least partly diminished by 
the cost of buying or renting a home. This in turn diminishes commercial opportunities for existing 
and prospective businesses. These aspects will be addressed in greater detail in the next phase 
of the Housing and Homelessness Policy Consortium’s research. 
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ATTACHMENT A 

Data items, Newspoll Omnibus Survey, November 2014 

# Data item Response categories 

1 Sex of respondent  Male 

 Female 

2 Age of respondent 

 

 18-24 

 25-34 

 35-49 

 50-64 

 65+ 

3 Number of children aged under 18 years 
in household 

 

4 Number of adults aged over 18 years in 
household 

 

5 Marital status of respondent 

 

 Married/cohabiting 

 Not married/cohabiting 

6 Labour force status of respondent 

 

 Full-time 

 Part-time 

 Not at all  

7 Work status of respondent  Casual basis 

 Fixed term contract 

 Permanent employee 

 Don’t know/refused 

8 Employment sector  A Federal Government department 

 The ACT Government 

 Somewhere else 

9 Occupation of respondent Coded to ABS ANZSCO. 

10 Gross household income per year 

 

 Less than $30k 

 $30-40k 

 $40k-50k 

 $50-60k 

 $70-80k 

 $80-90k 
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# Data item Response categories 

 $90-100k 

 $100-110k 

 $110k 

 More than $120k+ 

11 Housing/landlord type  Own your home outright 

 Have a mortgage 

 Pay rent to a real estate agent or 
landlord 

 Pay rent in public or community 
housing 

 Or, do you not pay any rent 

 Don’t know/refused 

12 Weekly rent/mortgage payments after 
deducting any government rent 
assistance or subsidies 

 

13 Difficulty meeting rent/mortgage 
payments in the last three months 

 Not difficult at all 

 A little difficult 

 Quite difficult 

 Very difficult 

14 Financial pressures caused 
compromises in the last 12 months: 

 Compromised on the food and 
household groceries 

 Compromised on leisure or 
family activities 

 Compromised on healthcare or 
medical treatments 

 Compromised on the 
convenience of where you live 

 Compromised on the size and 
features of your home 

 Compromised on your work life 
balance 

 A lot  

 A little 

 Not at all 

 


