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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
This report explores telecommunications costs and affordability in the ACT and 
nationally. It builds on ACTCOSS work since 2012 on cost of living in the ACT.1 
Telephone and internet services are vital to accessing government and 
commercial services and staying socially connected. The increasingly essential 
nature of telecommunications makes their affordability a critical area of concern. 
This report presents data and analysis that verifies the urgent need identified by 
financial counselling services to address telecommunications affordability for 
people in low income households in the ACT. 

This report shows that despite reductions in unit prices for telecommunications 
equipment and services in recent years, affordability has declined as usage 
requirements and expenditure have increased. The decline in affordability is 
particularly concerning for people in low income households. Data shows that 
the lowest income households in Australia spend a considerably higher 
proportion of their income on telecommunications than higher income 
households.2 This affordability problem underlies a widening digital divide 
between richer and poorer Australians that has been observed over the past 
four years.3  

Our analysis has benefited greatly from insights provided by financial 
counsellors working in the ACT with Care Inc. Financial Counselling Service. 
The experiences of people who have sought financial counselling support are 
presented alongside data on the changes in telecommunications costs to 
illuminate the impact on the cost of living for people in the ACT. This report will 
inform ACTCOSS’ ongoing advocacy on policy settings, regulation and 
programs relevant to assisting households experiencing financial hardship. 

We outline key data on telecommunications prices and affordability, including 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Consumer Price Index (CPI), the 
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) 
telecommunications services index, and the Australian Digital Inclusion Index 
                                            
1  For example, see ACTCOSS, ACT cost of living report: tracking changes in the cost of living, 

particularly for low income households in the Australian Capital Territory, June 2017, ACTCOSS, 
Canberra, 2017, viewed 4 August 2017, 
<http://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/2017-report-cost-of-living-2017.pdf>.  

2  Bureau of Communications and Arts Research (BCAR), Trends and drivers in the affordability of 
communications services for Australian households, Working Paper, BCAR, Department of 
Communications and the Arts, Canberra, July 2017, p. 27, viewed 4 August 2017, 
<https://www.communications.gov.au/departmental-news/new-research-shows-communications-
services-are-more-affordable>.  

3  J Thomas, J Barraket, C Wilson, S Ewing, T MacDonald, J Tucker & E Rennie, Measuring Australia’s 
Digital Divide: The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2017, RMIT University, Melbourne, for Telstra, 
2017, viewed 1 August 2017, <https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2017.pdf>. 

http://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/2017-report-cost-of-living-2017.pdf
https://www.communications.gov.au/departmental-news/new-research-shows-communications-services-are-more-affordable
https://www.communications.gov.au/departmental-news/new-research-shows-communications-services-are-more-affordable
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2017.pdf
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2017.pdf
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(ADII). The ADII data is particularly useful, as it measures affordability and 
identifies socio-demographic groups for whom affordability of 
telecommunications is a particular concern and who are at risk of digital 
exclusion.  

Key Findings 

Telecommunications are an essential expenditure item 

Like electricity and water, not all telecommunications usage is essential but 
access is. Access to affordable telecommunications is increasingly vital for 
people’s social inclusion, economic engagement, educational attainment, 
political participation, and access to essential services. 

Telecommunications prices have declined but so has affordability  

Telecommunications are an unusual cost of living component because declining 
unit prices have occurred concurrently with a decline in affordability. The 
increasing necessity of being connected has occurred alongside significant 
increases in mobile phone and internet usage and expenditure. While declining 
prices have assisted in easing the growth in cost as usage has increased, 
increases in household expenditure on telecommunications has seen 
affordability flatten or decline over the past four years. 

Telecommunications expenditure is regressive 

Affordability of internet access has declined in the ACT since 2014, reflecting 
the national trend.4 While the value of expenditure (i.e. the amount of data per 
dollar spent) in the ACT has improved, this has been offset by the growing 
share of household income being spent on internet services. The upward trend 
in relative expenditure (i.e. the share of household income spent on internet 
access) impacts negatively on the digital inclusion and welfare of people ‘on low 
incomes because they have less discretionary income to spend’.5 The 
regressive nature of telecommunications costs for people in low income 
households is a critical issue to be addressed. 

Telecommunications pricing structures create a poverty premium 

People living in low income households spend a much greater proportion of 
their income on telecommunications than in other households. This has in part 
been seen to relate to pricing structures of telecommunications providers which 
effectively put a ‘premium on poverty’.6 This poverty premium exists where 
                                            
4  ibid. 
5  ibid, p. 10. 
6  SACOSS, SACOSS Cost of Living Update No. 22, March Qtr 2015, SACOSS, Unley SA, 2015, pp. 3-4. 
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consumers with lower spending power pay significantly higher rates for the 
same services. Conversely, those who can afford to spend more get greater 
value for each dollar they spend. Discounts for bundling of services and pay-on-
time discounts thus act as a poverty premium for people on low incomes. 

A significant minority are either not online or mobile-only  

In recent years ‘the digital divide has narrowed, but has also deepened’, with 
nearly three million Australians who are not online.7 Despite a large increase in 
internet and data usage, there are still a sizeable number of Australians who are 
not connected to the internet in their homes. Around one in five Australians 
have internet access solely through a mobile device and tend to be from socio-
demographic groups that are at risk of digital exclusion. Mobile-only users also 
face greater access and affordability issues due to mobile internet access being 
more limited and comparatively expensive.8 

Income support payments and allowances are inadequate 

Income support payments for people of working age are not sufficient to ensure 
people are able to lead healthy lives and participate in society.9 For three 
consecutive years ACTCOSS analysis has shown that the cost of living in the 
ACT has increased disproportionately for those households that can least afford 
it, particularly those receiving a government transfer payment such as Newstart 
or Youth Allowance, as well as the Age and Disability Support Pensions.10 
Recipients of Newstart, Youth Allowance, and Parenting Payment are more 
likely to experience difficulty paying for telecommunications services.11 The 
Centrelink Telephone Allowance and the Telecommunications Universal 
Service Obligation are also inadequate and outdated given contemporary usage 
of mobile phones and internet services in addition to or in place of fixed line 
phone services. 

Community-specific initiatives are needed for digital inclusion 

As more government, commercial and community services go online, and as 
digital inclusion increasingly underpins people’s civic engagement and social 

                                            
7  J Thomas et al., 2017, op. cit., p 7.  
8  ibid, p. 23. 
9  P Saunders & M Bedford, New minimum income for healthy living budget standards for low-paid and 

unemployed Australians, SPRC Report 11/17, Social Policy Research Centre, UNSW Sydney, Sydney, 
2017, viewed 24 August 2017, <https://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/a-new-healthy-living-
minimum-income-standard-for-low-paid-and-unemployed-australians/>.  

10  ACTCOSS, ACT cost of living report: tracking changes in the cost of living, particularly for low income 
households in the Australian Capital Territory, June 2017, ACTCOSS, Canberra, 2017, viewed 4 
August 2017, <http://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/2017-report-cost-of-
living-2017.pdf>. 

11  G Ogle & V Musolino, Connectivity costs: telecommunications affordability for low income Australians, 
ACCAN, Sydney, 2016. 

https://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/a-new-healthy-living-minimum-income-standard-for-low-paid-and-unemployed-australians/
https://www.sprc.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/a-new-healthy-living-minimum-income-standard-for-low-paid-and-unemployed-australians/
http://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/2017-report-cost-of-living-2017.pdf
http://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/2017-report-cost-of-living-2017.pdf
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inclusion, the need to be connected will continue to increase. In implementing 
digital transformation agendas, it is essential that governments are aware of the 
challenges faced by particular socio-demographic groups to afford to access 
and have the ability to use these essential services. There is a need for 
community-specific initiatives to address the digital exclusion faced by specific 
socio-demographic groups. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people, 
people with disability, people not in paid employment, and people on low 
incomes have been identified as experiencing the deepest digital disadvantage 
in terms of affordability.12 

Measures that support access to government, commercial and community 
services by those groups most at risk of digital exclusion will be an essential 
contribution to making Canberra a liveable city for all residents. 

Recommendations 

Increase income support payments in line with cost of living 

Income support payments, especially those for working age people, need to 
increase to properly cover the essential costs of living. ACTCOSS affirms the 
ACOSS recommendation that the adequacy of income support payments be 
reviewed against increases in the cost of living, and that the costs of 
telecommunications be included in this as an essential and significant item of 
expenditure. Policies that are designed to ensure adequate income and 
alleviate poverty need to incorporate digital inclusion as a core objective. 

Improve hardship policies, concession programs and 
telecommunications products 

Industry hardship policies, government concessions programs and 
telecommunications products need to be updated to:  

• properly support improved digital inclusion and to mitigate against digital 
exclusion 

• reflect the contemporary usage and costs of telecommunications 
equipment and services  

• proactively invest in increasing digital literacy and access 

• increase overall affordability rather than only reducing unit prices. 

                                            
12  J Thomas et. al., 2017, op. cit., p15. Note: of the groups with digital inclusion scores below the national 

average, the 2016 Australian Digital Inclusion Index found that people aged 50 and over and people 
who did not complete secondary school spent a lower than average proportion of household income on 
internet access. 
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Maintain and update the universal service obligation 

The Productivity Commission has recently recommended the termination of the 
Telecommunications Universal Service Obligation (TUSO).13 While 
acknowledging that the TUSO’s focus on a fixed line telephone service is 
outdated, ACTCOSS supports the argument that there remains a need for a 
universal service obligation that is focused on affordability.14 

Explore options for unmetered access to government websites 

As more government services go online, there is a case to ensure unmetered 
access to key websites. This could align with 1800 number (FreecallTM) access 
to selected services such as Centrelink and be incorporated within a universal 
service obligation that applies to all telecommunications (mobile phone and 
internet) service providers. One provider currently provides unmetered access 
to government education websites, though not in the ACT. The same provider 
also provides unmetered access to an online platform for people who are 
homeless or at risk of homelessness in the ACT. 

Expand ACT Government’s free public wi-fi  

The expansion of the ACT Government’s free public wi-fi to outer suburban 
locations would assist in providing greater access to government and 
commercial services. It is also important that this service provides secure 
access to users. This is particularly important when users are accessing 
government, banking or online shopping services that require a secure login 
and/or the provision of sensitive personal information. 

Ensure students in low income households can purchase data as 
well as devices 

The ACT Government has committed to ‘electronic tablet/notebook devices for 
every public high school and college student’.15 This commitment should be 
refined to ensure that students in low income households can purchase devices 
if needed and also access sufficient data at a cost they can afford to support 
their education participation and attainment. 

                                            
13  Productivity Commission, Telecommunications Universal Service Obligation, Report No. 83, Canberra, 

2017, p. 2. 
14  See SACOSS, Submission on the Productivity Commission Telecommunications Universal Service 

Obligation Draft Report, SACOSS, Unley SA, January 2017. 
15  ACT Labor & ACT Greens, Parliamentary agreement for the 9th Legislative Assembly for the Australian 

Capital Territory, ACT Labor & ACT Greens, Canberra, 2016, Appendix 2, viewed 24 August 2017, 
<http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1013792/Parliamentary-Agreement-for-the-
9th-Legislative-Assembly.pdf>.  

http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1013792/Parliamentary-Agreement-for-the-9th-Legislative-Assembly.pdf
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1013792/Parliamentary-Agreement-for-the-9th-Legislative-Assembly.pdf
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Fund ACT specific research on digital inclusion 

ACT Government should fund research in the ACT that will increase our 
understanding of and track over time which groups are experiencing or are at 
risk of digital exclusion and why. This could form part of the ACT Smart City 
Strategy. 

Expand digital ability initiatives 

Digital ability is a key component of digital inclusion. With high numbers of 
mobile-only users, there is need to fill a gap in training initiatives to support 
phone and tablet users to understand and use their devices effectively,  
affordably, and securely. 
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Evidence that telecommunications are 
becoming more essential but less affordable 

Telecommunications is a rapidly changing and critical area of expenditure in 
contemporary Australian society. For individuals, families and households living 
on low income, digital exclusion limits opportunity and can exacerbate poverty 
and inequality. Telecommunications support people’s social connection to 
family, friends and communities; they support people’s social, economic and 
political participation through such things as education, employment, and civic 
engagement. Telecommunications enable people as both citizens and 
consumers to access information, goods, and services, including essential 
government and commercial services. Telecommunication costs are an 
increasing driver of cost of living pressures due to being essential, significant 
and regressive.16 

Telecommunications are essential as they become increasingly necessary in 
daily life. Telecommunications equipment and services are required to perform 
a multitude of daily tasks such as banking, shopping, communicating with 
government departments, accessing health and social services, and for school 
and other educational purposes. Not having access to the right technology, or 
having insufficient data, can significantly impact on a person’s ability to function 
and participate in society. Home computers, mobile phones, and access to the 
internet at home are increasingly considered to be essential items and 
telecommunications services are increasingly viewed as basic utilities.17  

The Commonwealth Government’s digital transformation agenda and the ACT 
Government’s Digital Strategy 2016-2019 aim to extend and improve online 
service delivery.18 With the shift of many government services to online as their 
first preference, lack of affordable digital access and/or lack of digital ability can 
increasingly be seen as a barrier to services to which people are entitled. While 
there is an increasing expectation that people will have access to the internet, 
data shows that a sizeable minority of Australian households (1.3 million, or 
14%) are without internet access at home19 and that more than four million 
Australians rely solely on a mobile device to access the internet.20 This can lead 
to people having to rely on public libraries and community service organisations 

                                            
16  SACOSS, 2015, op. cit. 
17  P Saunders & M Wong, Promoting Inclusion and Combating Deprivation: Recent Changes in Social 

Disadvantage in Australia, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales, Sydney, 
2012, p. 34.  

18  Australian Government, Digital transformation agenda, viewed 22 August 2017, 
<https://www.dta.gov.au/what-we-do/transformation-agenda/>; ACT Government, ACT Government 
Digital Strategy 2016-2019, ACT Government, Canberra, 2016, viewed 4 August 2017, 
<http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/digital-strategy/home>.  

19  ABS, Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2014-15, cat. no. 8146.0, ABS, Canberra, 
2016, viewed 23 March 2017, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8146.0>.  

20  J Thomas, et al., 2017, op. cit., p. 6. 

https://www.dta.gov.au/what-we-do/transformation-agenda/
http://www.cmd.act.gov.au/digital-strategy/home
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/8146.0
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to access services online or to print documents. People without access to such 
supports may find themselves unable to respond to requests for information 
from government departments such as Centrelink. This could lead Centrelink 
clients to miss an appointment and possibly be breached and have payments 
suspended or cut.  

A national survey of people either on a Centrelink benefit or on low income 
conducted in May 2016 found that 68 per cent of respondents usually accessed 
government services online while 26 per cent usually accessed government 
services by phone.21 For nearly two-thirds of respondents, telecommunications 
costs ranked in their ‘top five most important factors in their day to day 
household budgets’.22  

Telecommunications make up a significant component of household 
expenditure, requiring ongoing financial outlays to obtain, maintain and upgrade 
as changes in technology and services occur. An analysis of the latest 
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey data 
found that the proportion of income spent on telecommunications by the lowest 
income households was 10 times that of the highest income households (see 
Figure 1). The HILDA data shows that, 

In 2015, the bottom 10 per cent of households by income spent almost 10 
per cent of their disposable income on communications services, compared 
with the top 10 per cent of households, who spent approximately 1 per cent 
of their disposable income. The average spend was 3.5 per cent of 
disposable income across all households.23 

In comparison, recent analysis of household expenditure on electricity found 
that Australian households spent 2.7 per cent of their income on electricity.24 
Given that electricity is widely accepted as a significant household expenditure 
item, telecommunications represents a more significant household expenditure 
item.  

The HILDA data represented in Figure 1 clearly shows that telecommunications 
expenditure is regressive, in that ‘lower-income households spend a higher 
percentage of their income than higher-income households’.25  

                                            
21  G Ogle & V Musolino, op. cit., p. 9. 
22  ibid, p. 16. 
23  Bureau of Communications and Arts Research (BCAR), 2017, op. cit.  
24  B Phillips, Research Note: Household Energy Costs in Australia 2006 to 2016, Centre for Social 

Research and Methods, Australian National University, Canberra, February 2017, pp. 4-5. 
25  ACCAN, Affordability map: a resource to inform the development of targeted affordability measures in 

the Australian telecommunications environment, ACCAN, Ultimo NSW, June 2016, p. 5. 
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Figure 1 Average share of household disposable income spent on mobile and fixed-line 
telephone rent, calls and internet charges, by household disposable income decile, 2015 

 
Source: The Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, Release 15, cited in Bureau 
of Communications and Arts Research (BCAR), Trends and drivers in the affordability of communications 
services for Australian households, Working Paper, BCAR, Department of Communications and the Arts, 
Canberra, July 2017, p. 27. Note: Analysis excludes a small number of households with an expenditure share 
equal to zero or equal to 100 per cent or greater. 

The HILDA data highlights the affordability problem of telecommunications for 
people in low income households. The persistent and widening affordability gap 
between low and high income earning households can be seen in the latest 
ABS Household Expenditure Survey data from 2015-16 (see Figures 2 and 3).  

Figure 2 Telecommunication as a proportion of weekly household expenditure, by 
income quintiles, 2015-16 

 
Source: ABS, Household Expenditure Survey, Australia: Detailed Expenditure Items, 2015-16, cat. no. 6535.0, 
ABS, Canberra, 2017, Table 3.3A. 
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Figure 3 Telecommunication as a proportion of weekly household disposable income, by 
income quintiles, 2015-16 

 
Source: ABS, Household Expenditure Survey, Australia: Detailed Expenditure Items, 2015-16, cat. no. 6535.0, 
ABS, Canberra, 2017, Table 3.3A. 

This gap has also been highlighted in recent measurement of digital inclusion in 
Australia. The 2017 Australian Digital Inclusion Index report identifies 
affordability as a key contributor to a persistent, substantial and widening ‘digital 
divide’ between richer and poorer Australians.26 As noted by the report’s lead 
author, as the digital transformation of government and the economy proceeds 
and as an increasing number of essential services and communications move 
online, ‘there is a risk that issues of affordability will leave some of our most 
vulnerable behind’.27  

                                            
26  J Thomas, et al., 2017, op. cit., p. 5. 
27  J Thomas, ‘Lack of internet affordability may worsen Australia’s digital divide: new report’, The 

Conversation, August 2, 2017, viewed 2 August 2017, <https://theconversation.com/lack-of-internet-
affordability-may-worsen-australias-digital-divide-new-report-81823>.  

https://theconversation.com/lack-of-internet-affordability-may-worsen-australias-digital-divide-new-report-81823
https://theconversation.com/lack-of-internet-affordability-may-worsen-australias-digital-divide-new-report-81823
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Insights from financial counsellors in the ACT 

For this report, we asked financial counsellors from Care Inc. Financial 
Counselling Service about the impact of telecommunications costs on the 
budgets of people who have sought financial counselling services. The 
responses we received confirmed that telecommunications expenditure is 
indeed essential, significant and regressive. Financial counsellors noted that: 

…clients need phones and internet access to be connected to family, 
schools, work and services … There is more pressure these days to have a 
phone or other device with ‘data’ that will allow downloading of documents 
(MyGov letters for example) so that people can receive information … We 
see clients who can’t afford this type of device and only have a basic phone 
service … Clients without [an internet-connected] device will have to come 
to our office to print documents off if they are needed in the financial 
counselling process … However, we know that without an agency assisting 
with these tasks some people are unable to respond to requests for 
information from government departments such as Centrelink and may end 
up missing an appointment there and possibly being breached and so lose 
payments.28 

Financial counsellors noted that telecommunications was a significant area of 
expenditure for people on income support: 

For some clients, for example those on the base Newstart Allowance of 
$528.70 per fortnight, who are paying an old bill as well as a new one they 
can be spending up to 8 to 10 per cent of their income per fortnight on 
telecommunications costs. … This is a large amount when considering that 
they have rent, medical, food other utilities, transport and other basic 
household costs.29  

They also noted that clients include people who are working but earning a low 
income and struggled with telecommunications bills: 

[People on low income] live with enormous stress around how they allocate 
their money and they have little or no funds available for discretionary 
spending. Further, if something goes wrong – for example they need extra 
medication – they are always having to make choices about what to pay, 
with more stress being the result if they can’t pay a creditor. They may then 
end up being chased by a debt collector if they have to buy medication 
instead of making a repayment on an old phone (or other) bill.30 

People with children and on low incomes face particular challenges in terms of 
the telecommunications costs associated with school education: 

                                            
28  pers. comm., Care Inc. financial counsellors, 8 November 2016. 
29  ibid. 
30  ibid. 
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… People on Parenting Payment in particular will also be under pressure to 
provide their children (at a younger and younger age) with a phone and 
internet accessible device for school work. This is a huge impost on them 
but many schools require computer and internet access and some also 
require students to have a laptop for class.31 

Care Inc. financial counsellors also noted that telecommunications expenditure 
is regressive, as ‘proportionally, a low income household will always spend 
more on basic services than a higher income household’.32  

Constraints on people’s ability to choose between services were identified as 
having significant impacts. Financial counsellors noted that ‘not all consumers 
are in a position to compare plans to get the best deal, so may end up paying 
far more than they need to’.33 People’s choices were also seen to be restricted 
‘purely because of their income’ with ‘lower income people being excluded from 
the market because of affordability issues’.34  

Many of Care Inc.’s clients use pre-paid mobile services as a way to control 
costs as the pre-paid amount is predictable and can be budgeted for. Loss of 
access to services if their credit expired before their next pay was seen to 
exacerbate existing pressures while adding to a sense of isolation at not being 
part of the community.  

Post-paid mobile services come with the risk of ‘bill shock’. Financial 
counsellors described working with people who had received high bills but did 
not understand how this had happened. In one case a person who had been 
unwell and undergoing treatment discovered that he had an old debt for a 
mobile phone: 

He had asked the phone company some time ago if he had a debt with 
them and they said no. However he has recently been contacted by a debt 
buyer and asked to pay $1,500. Due to the time that has passed and being 
in [treatment] he could not remember how the bill could be this high. [We] 
obtained copies of the statements and provided these to the client – it was 
a shock for the client to see these – he said it was the first time he had 
seen these bills.35  

In two other cases, older people had accumulated sizeable debts due to a lack 
of understanding of how charges were applied.  

For [two] clients the complaint was larger-than-usual bills (due to data 
usage). Both of the clients were over 50 years old and were not familiar 
with how data usage worked … One client was advised by his son that he 

                                            
31  ibid. 
32  ibid. 
33  ibid. 
34  ibid. 
35  ibid. 
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was being charged an astronomical amount per [gigabyte] compared to 
what was available on the market.36 

A lack of phone or internet access can exacerbate financial and other 
pressures, and can also put people at serious risk. For example, Care Inc. 
financial counsellors have worked with people who have experienced domestic 
or family violence. In one case:  

A client in receipt of Newstart had recently left [domestic violence]. She has 
her child living with her half of the time. One reason she went back to her 
ex’s place to live for a short time was so her child could have access to the 
internet, which she was unable to afford.37 

In other cases, people who have experienced domestic or family violence have 
been left with a bill in their name despite not having access to that 
telecommunications service.  

For people looking for work, the lack of reliable internet access has the potential 
to create a vicious cycle if it results in ‘missing a job interview, getting cut off 
Centrelink, being unable to pay debts, and, in the occasional cases, needing to 
go bankrupt’.38  

Financial counsellors noted that over recent years there has been a change in 
the awareness of the need for payment plans and hardship arrangements by 
telecommunications companies. They noted that the Telecommunications 
Consumer Protections Code now provides protections for consumers and 
provides guidelines for dealing with those customers experiencing financial 
difficulty.39  

Financial counsellors described the financial support provided by the Centrelink 
Telephone Allowance as being ‘in no way adequate for modern 
telecommunications needs’.40 The fact that the Centrelink Telephone Allowance 
is designed to assist mainly with the maintenance of a fixed line telephone 
service, and not call costs, does not reflect the current reality of people having a 
mobile phone and internet service – the base rate does not cover any costs 
associated with either of these. As a result, the quarterly base rate of $28.20 is 
totally inadequate for today’s telecommunications needs.  

                                            
36 ibid. 
37  ibid. 
38  ibid. 
39  See Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman Ltd, Assisting and responding to customers in financial 

hardship: principles and practices – a guide for telecommunications providers, 2nd Edition, TIO Ltd, 
Melbourne, April 2017, viewed 22 August 2017, 
<http://www.tio.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/169776/TIO_FinancialHardship-Guidelines-2nd-
edition-28-April-2017.pdf>.  

40  pers. comm., Care Inc. financial counsellors, 8 November 2016. 

http://www.tio.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/169776/TIO_FinancialHardship-Guidelines-2nd-edition-28-April-2017.pdf
http://www.tio.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/169776/TIO_FinancialHardship-Guidelines-2nd-edition-28-April-2017.pdf
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Tracking changes in telecommunications costs 
and affordability in the ACT  

Telecommunications price changes in the ACT: CPI 
Telecommunications equipment and services is a sub-category of the CPI, 
sitting under the category of Communications. The telecommunications sub-
index is not further broken down into its various components. The majority of 
telecommunications equipment is contained within the telecommunications 
equipment and services sub-category, but internet technology such as laptop 
and desktop computers are contained within the audio, visual and computing 
equipment sub category which sits under the broader recreation and culture 
category (see Figure 4).41  

Figure 4 CPI sub-categories covering telecommunications equipment and services and 
internet technology 

COMMUNICATION  

Telecommunication equipment and 
services 

Purchases and repair of telephones, telephone-
answering machines; mobile phones; devices with 
several functions but mainly used for telephone 
functionalities; installation and subscription costs of 
telephone equipment; local, regional, national and 
international calls from fixed and mobile telephones 
(includes voice, video calls, written and image 
messages); internet and broadband services. 

RECREATION AND CULTURE  

Audio, visual and computing 
equipment and services 

 

Audio, visual and computing 
equipment 

Television sets; video recorder; DVD player; home 
theatre systems; radios, CD players, portable sound 
and vision devices, E-book reader; cameras; optical 
instruments; desktop and laptop computers, printers; 
calculators 

Audio, visual and computing 
media and services 

Media including blank and pre-recorded DVDs, CDS, 
Blu ray discs; memory cards and sticks; unexposed 
films and discs for photographic use; computer 
software; video tape and DVD rental; pay television; 
repair of audio, visual and computer equipment. 

Source: ABS, A Guide to the Consumer Price Index: 16th Series, 2011, cat. no. 6440.0, ABS, Canberra, 2011, p. 
33, viewed 20 July 2017, <http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6440.0>.  

                                            
41  ABS, Consumer Price Index, Australia, September 2017, Table 11, CPI: Group, Sub-group and 

Expenditure Class, Percentage change from previous quarter by Capital City, cat. no. 6401.0, ABS, 
Canberra, 2017, Data 5. 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/6440.0
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The CPI figures for Canberra for telecommunications equipment and services 
show that prices remained quite steady between 2003 and 2013, with only 
minor fluctuations (see Figure 5). Since then, there has been a steady decrease 
in price. The overall decline over the last two decades has been 12.5 per cent.42 

In addition the CPI figures for Canberra for audio, visual and computing 
equipment has shown a very steep decline in prices, particularly since 1999, 
with a 72.3 per cent reduction over the last 20 years. Over this same period, the 
overall CPI for Canberra increased by 64.7 per cent. As shown in Figure 6, the 
Canberra CPI has closely followed national trends over this period. 

Figure 5 Telecommunications CPI vs All Groups CPI – Canberra and Australia 1997-2017  

 
Source: ABS, Consumer Price Index, Australia, September 2017, Table 11, CPI: Group, Sub-group and 
Expenditure Class, Percentage change from previous quarter by Capital City, cat. no. 6401.0, ABS, Canberra, 
2017, Data 5, 6. 

The national CPI for telecommunications equipment and services decreased by 
10.7 per cent, and the CPI for audio, visual and computing equipment 
decreased by 69.3 per cent over the last 20 years, while the overall CPI for 
Australia increased by 67.2 per cent.43  

The CPI figures indicate a real decrease in prices of telecommunications 
equipment and services, but there are a range of factors which need to be 
examined to get a complete picture of affordability, especially for low income 
households. In particular, over the past 20 years there have been significant 

                                            
42  ibid. 
43  ibid, Data 6. 
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changes in the way telecommunications services have been used, and the 
volume of usage. Increase in usage is a key factor impacting on affordability. 



 21 

Telecommunications price changes in Australia: 
ACCC telecommunications services index 

The Australian Consumer and Competition Commission (ACCC) reports 
annually on telecommunications services prices in Australia, calculating a 
telecommunications service index that is comprised of: 
 
• The fixed line voice index is a measure of real changes in prices paid for 

fixed line voice services supplied using the public switched telephone 
network (PSTN) and voice over internet protocol (VoIP) technology. 

• The mobile services index is a measure of real changes in prices paid for 
both prepaid and post-paid mobile services.  

• The internet services index is a measure of real changes in prices paid for 
DSL, cable, wireless broadband and NBN internet services.44 

While data is only provided at the national level, the ACCC index provides a 
breakdown of those services captured under the CPI for telecommunications 
equipment and services. As with the CPI, the ACCC data shows that over the 
past year, and in the longer term, telecommunications services ‘have become 
cheaper …compared to other goods and services’.45 
 
The changes in the ACCC’s telecommunications services indexes, sub-indices 
and component categories are provided in Table 1.  

In 2015-16 the overall prices for telecommunications services fell in real terms 
by 1.5 per cent – a smaller decrease than the average annual decrease of 3.1 
per cent recorded over the past decade. The ACCC notes that price movements 
have varied between different services and that the effect on individual 
consumers is dependent upon their particular basket of services. Over the past 
four years, since 2012-13, overall telecommunications services prices have 
fallen by 4.6 per cent; fixed line voice services prices have fallen by 13.8 per 
cent; mobile services prices have fallen by 3.6 per cent; and internet services 
prices have fallen by 0.8 per cent.  

  

                                            
44  ACCC, ACCC Telecommunications Report 2015-16, Report 1: Competition in the Australian 

telecommunications sector & Report 2: Price changes for telecommunications services in Australia, 
ACCC, Canberra, February 2017, p. 83., viewed 19 July 2017, 
<https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%
9316_web.pdf>. 

45  ibid, p. 84. 

https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%9316_web.pdf
https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%9316_web.pdf
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Table 1 Real price changes for components of the telecommunications services index 

 

YoY % 
change 
in 2015–

16 

Sub-
index 

weight 
 (2015–

16) 

Av. Annual 
% change 
since base 

year 

% change 
since 

2012–13 Base year 

Overall telecommunications 
services 

–1.5 n/a –3.1 –4.6 2006–07 

Fixed line voice services –7.5 16.7 –4.3 –13.8 1997–98 

PSTN –7.7 15.4 –4.3 –13.8 1997–98 

VoIP –4.0 1.3 –4.9 –14.0 2012–13 

Mobile services –1.8 54.5 –4.2 –3.6 1997–98 

Post-paid services –0.8 44.4 –2.1 –2.4 2006–07 

Prepaid mobile services –6.1 10.0 –4.5 –8.8 2006–07 

Internet services 2.7 28.8 –2.7 –0.8 2006–07 

Wireless services 6.4 12.0 –4.0 4.0 2007–08 

DSL services –0.7 11.8 –2.6 –4.4 2006–07 

Cable services –0.1 2.8 –1.8 –5.6 2006–07 

NBN internet services 4.4 2.2 1.8 5.4 2012–13 

Note: The sub-index weight is based on each service’s share of the revenue for the relevant sub‑index—fixed 
line voice services, mobile services and internet services. Source: ACCC, ACCC Telecommunications Report 
2015-16, ACCC, Canberra, February 2017, p. 85, viewed 19 July 2017, 
<https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%9316_we
b.pdf>. 

While prices for telecommunications services have generally decreased, the 
latest ABS data on internet activity in Australia shows that at the same time 
there has been a significant increase in usage, as indicated by data downloads 
(see Figure 6). 

https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%9316_web.pdf
https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/ACCC%20Telecommunications%20reports%202015%E2%80%9316_web.pdf
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Figure 6 Volume of data downloaded by access connection, Australia, June 2012 to June 
2017 

 
Source: ABS, Internet activity, Australia, June 2017, cat. no. 8153.0, ABS, Canberra, September 2017, Tables 3 
& 5, accessed 30 November 2017, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/8153.0Main+Features1June%202017?OpenDocument>. 

Price changes for mobile services 

Over the past four years, the prices for post-paid and pre-paid mobile services 
have decreased by 2.4 per cent and 8.8 per cent respectively. The ACCC notes 
that while prices have decreased, data inclusion for these services has 
increased significantly. Figure 7 highlights that the growth in mobile data 
inclusions has been greater for post-paid services compared to prepaid mobile 
services.  

This suggests that the users of post-paid services are seeing a much greater 
benefit in terms of value for money compared with users of prepaid services 
who are more likely to be on low incomes.  

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/8153.0Main+Features1June%202017?OpenDocument
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Figure 7 Growth in mobile data inclusion, Australia, 2011-12 to 2015-16 

 
Source: ACCC, ACCC Telecommunications Report 2015-16, Report 1: Competition in the Australian 
telecommunications sector & Report 2: Price changes for telecommunications services in Australia, ACCC, 
Canberra, February 2017, p.97, 100 – This figure above combined data approximated from Figures 3.2 and 3.6. 

The ACCC tracks price changes by user groups based on their level of 
spending, while noting that spending levels do not necessarily equate with 
income levels of consumers. With that caveat in mind, the ACCC data highlights 
the likely regressive impact of pricing and data inclusion on people on low 
income – that is, those less able to afford to spend at high levels experience 
less value for money than those who can.  

Figure 8 shows that, over the past four years, mobile data inclusions for 
‘high/very high’ spending consumers increased at a much greater rate than for 
‘very low’ and ‘low’ spending customers. 

Figure 8 Average monthly mobile data inclusion (GB) by customer type, 2011-12 to 2015-
16 

 
Source: ACCC, ACCC Telecommunications Report 2015-16, ACCC, Canberra, February 2017, p.98, accessed 
30 November 2017, <https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/accc-telecommunications-report/accc-
telecommunications-report-2015-16>.  

https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/accc-telecommunications-report/accc-telecommunications-report-2015-16
https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/accc-telecommunications-report/accc-telecommunications-report-2015-16


 25 

Price changes for internet services 

In 2015-16, the overall internet services index increased by 2.7 per cent, driven 
up by wireless and NBN services. Prices for DSL services and cable services 
have decreased over the past four years by 4.4 per cent and 5.6 per cent 
respectively. At the same time, the prices for wireless and NBN internet 
services have increased by 4.0 per cent and 5.4 per cent respectively. As with 
mobile services, internet data inclusions have also increased considerably.  

The ACCC notes that in recent years there has been an increase in plans that 
offer ‘unlimited’ data inclusions for DSL, cable and NBN services – particularly 
for average and higher spending consumers, and the offering of these types of 
plans is expected to increase.46 However, growth in data inclusions over the 
past 12 months was seen to be driven by the ‘very low’ and ‘low’ spending 
groups – in contrast to increases in mobile data inclusions which were driven by 
the ‘high’ and ‘very high’ spending groups.47  

Over time, changes in the price of internet services have generally seen greater 
price reductions for ‘high’ and ‘very high’ spending customers than for ‘low’ and 
‘very low’ spending customers. This is particularly the case in relation to DSL 
and NBN services as shown in Table 2. 

The ACCC data indicates that people on low incomes who are less able to 
afford to spend at high or very high levels on telecommunications services 
receive less value for money, particularly in terms of data inclusions. More 
recent analysis of household expenditure on fixed and mobile broadband 
services in Australia found that expenditure as a proportion of income among 
households in the lowest income quintile was significantly higher than the 
national average. In the case of mobile broadband services this was nearly six 
times more than the proportion for households in the highest income quintile.48  
  

                                            
46  ibid, p. 103. 
47  ibid. 
48  ACCAN, 2016, op. cit., pp. 5-6. 
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Table 2 Internet services index by network type and user group, baseline year to 2015-16 

Network Type/Customer spending Index Baseline 2015–16 Change 

DSL  
(baseline 2006-07) 

   

very low 100.0 98.9 -1.1 

low 100.0 95.8 -4.2 

average 100.0 95.0 -5.0 

high 100.0 93.6 -6.4 

very high 100.0 93.6 -6.4 

Cable  
(baseline 2006-07) 

   

very low 100.0 99.4 -0.6 

low 100.0 92.0 -8.0 

average 100.0 93.4 -6.6 

high 100.0 96.1 -3.9 

very high 100.0 101.8 1.8 

Wireless  
(baseline 2007-08) 

   

very low 100.0 91.7 -8.3 

low 100.0 89.5 -10.5 

average 100.0 91.0 -9.0 

high 100.0 105.2 5.2 

very high 100.0 93.4 -6.6 

NBN  
(baseline 2012-13) 

   

very low 100.0 104.6 4.6 

low 100.0 105.8 5.8 

average 100.0 97.2 -2.8 

high 100.0 99.0 -1.0 

very high 100.0 99.1 -0.9 
Source: adapted from ACCC, ACCC Telecommunications Report 2015-16, ACCC, Canberra, February 2017, 
p.104, Table A11. 
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Digital inclusion and affordability in the ACT 

The CPI and ACCC data outlined above indicate that decreases in price and 
increases in data inclusions have benefited high spending, high income 
consumers more than low spending, low income consumers. While 
telecommunications prices have decreased over time, increases in usage have 
tended to nullify the impact on affordability through an increase in expenditure 
for many households.  

The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) describes 
affordability as ‘a consumers’ ability to pay for and use telecommunications 
without sacrificing expenditure on other essential services and items’.49 
Examining the proportion of household income low income households spend 
on essential items – such as telecommunications – is an important measure of 
affordability. ACCAN point out that ‘affordability is about more than just the 
monthly cost of a service’ as a number of factors can influence affordability, and 
the value for money consumers receive, including ‘terms and conditions, 
payment methods, and up-front costs’.50  

Affordability is a key component of the Australian Digital Inclusion Index (ADII) 
which was developed ‘to measure the level of digital inclusion across the 
Australian population, and to monitor this level over time’.51 The ADII is based 
on the premise that digital inclusion is about social and economic participation 
and ‘that everyone should be able to make full use of digital technologies – to 
manage their health and wellbeing, access education and services, organise 
their finances, and connect with family, friends and the world beyond’.52 

The index focuses on three key dimensions – access, affordability and digital 
ability – each made up of various components: 
 
• Access  

• Internet access: frequency, places, and number of access points 

• Internet technology: computers, mobile phones, mobile broadband, 
and fixed broadband 

• Internet data allowance: mobile and fixed internet. 

• Affordability 

• Relative expenditure: share of household income spent on internet 
access 

• Value of expenditure: total internet data allowance per dollar of 
expenditure 

                                            
49  ACCAN, 2016, op. cit., p. 5. 
50  ibid, p. 7. 
51  J Thomas, et al., 2017, op. cit., p. 7. 
52  ibid, p. 5. 
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• Digital Ability 

• Attitudes, including notions of control, enthusiasm, learning and 
confidence 

• Basic skills, including mobile phone, banking, shopping, community, 
and information skills 

• Activities, including accessing content, communication, transactions, 
commerce, media, and information.53 

Affordability is the only sub-index to have declined since 2014, despite the fact 
that internet services are becoming comparatively less expensive.54 The 
proportion of household income spent on internet services was found to have 
risen from 1 per cent to 1.19 per cent between 2014 and 2017.55 
 
The 2017 ADII shows the ACT had the highest overall score for digital inclusion 
among Australian states and territories (see Figure 9). Digital inclusion in the 
ACT has risen marginally over the past four years – an increase of 1.8 points 
over 2014-2017, below the national average increase of 3.8 points.56 The strong 
results in the ACT have been driven by relatively high access scores, which 
have improved annually since 2014 but at a diminishing rate.  

Affordability has declined in the ACT since 2014, reflecting the national trend 
(see Figure 10). While the value of expenditure (i.e. amount of data per dollar 
spent) in the ACT has improved, this has been offset by the growing share of 
household income being spent on internet services. The upward trend in 
relative expenditure (i.e. share of household income spent on internet access) 
impacts negatively on the digital inclusion and welfare of people ‘on low 
incomes because they have less discretionary income to spend’.57  

The decline in affordability is occurring alongside an increase in the importance 
of the digital technology and services in daily life, with growth in expenditure 
outpacing growth in incomes.58 While digital ability and access gaps are 
narrowing for Australia’s more digitally excluded communities, the gap in 
affordability is widening.59 As a result, the authors of the 2017 Measuring 
Australia’s Digital Divide report conclude that ‘the gaps between digitally 
included and excluded Australians are substantial and widening’.60  

                                            
53  ibid, p. 8. 
54  ibid, p. 5. 
55  ibid. 
56  ibid, p. 40. 
57  ibid, p. 10. 
58  J Thomas, J Barraket, C Wilson, S Ewing, T MacDonald, M Mundell & J Tucker, Measuring Australia’s 

Digital Divide: The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2016, Swinburne University of Technology, 
Melbourne, for Telstra, 2016, p. 8, viewed 1 April 2017, <https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2016.pdf>. 

59  J Thomas et. al., 2017, op. cit., p. 20. 
60  J Thomas et. al., 2017, op. cit., p. 5. 

https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2016.pdf
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Australian-Digital-Inclusion-Index-2016.pdf
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Figure 9 Australian Digital Inclusion Index scores, 2017 

 
Source: J Thomas, J Barraket, C Wilson, S Ewing, T MacDonald, J Tucker & E Rennie, Measuring Australia’s 
Digital Divide: The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2017, RMIT University, Melbourne, for Telstra, 2017, report 
data. Note: *Sample <100, treat with caution. 

Figure 10 Change in Affordability Index, ACT, 2014-2017 

 
Source: J Thomas, J Barraket, C Wilson, S Ewing, T MacDonald, J Tucker & E Rennie, Measuring Australia’s 
Digital Divide: The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2017, RMIT University, Melbourne, for Telstra, 2017, report 
data. 

While the ADII data is broken down into demographic and sub-regional 
categories for each state, no such data is reported for the ACT or the Northern 
Territory due to small sample sizes. As a result, the ADII does not directly 
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identify digitally excluded socio-demographic groups in the ACT. If we assume 
that the ACT follows the national trend, the groups likely to be experiencing 
lower than average levels of digital inclusion and affordability in the ACT 
include: 

• Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people  

• People aged 50 and over 

• People not in paid employment  

• People in low income households (4th and 5th quintiles) 

• People who did not complete secondary school  

• People with disability 

• Women. 

Table 3 shows the difference between the digital inclusion index and 
affordability sub-index scores for these socio-demographic groups compared to 
the national scores. In all cases these groups scored lower than the Australian 
average. 

Other socio-demographic groups have been identified in the literature as facing 
unique barriers to telecommunications affordability. These include: 

• people experiencing or at risk of homelessness61 

• students 

• people receiving the lowest government income support payments (Youth 
Allowance and Newstart Allowance) 

• migrants and asylum seekers 

• people in prison 

• people who live in social housing62 

• single parents living with children 

• couples with children (low income families) 

• mixed adult households.63 

  

                                            
61  See, for example, J Humphry, Homeless and connected: mobile phones and the internet in the lives of 

homeless Australians, ACCAN, Sydney, 2014. 
62  See, for example, Infoxchange & ACCAN, Social housing and broadband: internet use and affordability 

for social housing residents, ACCAN, Sydney, 2016. 
63  This list is sourced from two publications: ACCAN, 2016, op. cit.; and G Ogle & V Musolino, 2016, op. 

cit. 
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Table 3 Groups experiencing lower levels of digital inclusion and affordability in 
Australia 

Population 
Group 

2017 
Digital 

Inclusion 
overall 
score 

Difference 
from 

2017Digital 
Inclusion 

overall 
score for 
Australia 

(56.5) 

2017 
Affordability 

sub-index 
score 

Difference 
from 2017 

Affordability 
sub-index 
score for 
Australia 

(52.7) 

Change in 
Affordability 

sub-index 
score since 

2014 

Low income 
households 
(5th Quintile) 

41.1 -15.4 35.0 -17.7 -5.7 

People 
aged 65 
and over 

42.9 -13.6 46.6 -6.1 -6.7 

People with 
disability 

47.0 -9.5 44.3 -8.4 -3.2 

People who 
did not 
complete 
secondary 
school 

47.4 -9.1 48.5 -4.2 -2.8 

Aboriginal 
and/or 
Torres Strait 
Islander 
people 

49.5 -7.0 45.7 -7.0 -1.7 

People not 
in paid 
employment 

50.2 -6.3 49.3 -3.4 -2.5 

Women 55.5 -1.0 51.7 -1.0 N/A* 

Source: J Thomas, J Barraket, C Wilson, S Ewing, T MacDonald, J Tucker & E Rennie, Measuring Australia’s 
Digital Divide: The Australian Digital Inclusion Index 2017, RMIT University, Melbourne, for Telstra, 2017, report 
data. Note: Data on gender was first reported in 2017, so comparative data is not available. 

In relation to income support recipients, a recent survey of over 500 people 
across Australia either receiving a Centrelink benefit as their main source of 
income or who were eligible for the Low Income Health Care Card found that 
Newstart, Youth Allowance, and Parenting Payment recipients had the greatest 
difficulty paying for telecommunications services (see Figure 11).  
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Figure 11 Difficulty paying telecommunications bills among income support recipients 

 
Source: Adapted from G Ogle & V Musolino, Connectivity costs: telecommunications affordability for low income 
Australians, ACCAN, Sydney, 2016, p. 18. 

The 2017 ADII indicates that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people, 
people with disability, people not in paid employment, and people on low 
incomes experience the deepest digital disadvantage in terms of affordability.64 
These groups scored lower than the national average across both of the 
affordability sub-indexes: relative expenditure and value of expenditure. These 
findings provide a further indication that telecommunications expenditure is 
regressive, with low income households spending proportionately more of their 
incomes on telecommunications than higher income households.  

The 2017 ADII report found that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people, 
people not in paid employment, and people in low income households are more 
likely to be mobile-only users.  

Mobile-only users represent a ‘substantial minority’ at over 4 million Australians, 
and are reported as having considerably lower digital inclusion levels across all 
three sub-indices, but especially in terms of affordability.65  

Mobile broadband has a higher pricing and cost structure, while also having 
more limited capacities in terms of what can be displayed and the functions that 
are able to be performed. For the authors of the ADII report, this ‘raises the 
possibility of an increasingly stratified internet rather than a more inclusive 

                                            
64  J Thomas et al., 2017, op. cit., p. 15. Note: of the groups with digital inclusion scores below the national 

average, the 2016 ADII found that people aged 50 and over and people who did not complete 
secondary school spent a lower than average proportion of household income on internet access. 

65  J Thomas et al., 2017, op. cit. p. 23. 
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one’.66 Free or subsidised wi-fi services and improved functionality of web 
pages for mobile phones are identified as important inclusion measures.67 

The 2016 and 2017 ADII results have shown that there is ‘a “digital divide” 
between richer and poorer Australians’.68 With this digital divide ‘comes the risk 
of deepening social, economic, and cultural inequalities’.69  

A calculation based on 2016 ADII data found that ‘on average those in the 
highest income bracket were getting approximately five times more value for 
money than those in the lowest income quintile’.70 As show above in Figure 1, 
the latest HILDA data shows that in terms of relative expenditure, the proportion 
of income spent on telecommunications services by households in the lowest 
decile was almost 10 times that for households in the highest decile.  

In recent years ‘the digital divide has narrowed, but has also deepened’, with 
nearly three million Australians who are not online.71 Despite a large increase in 
internet and data usage, there are still a sizeable number of Australians who are 
not connected to the internet in their homes. In 2014-15, 14 per cent of 
Australian households – 1.3 million households – were without internet access 
at home.72  

The three main reasons given for not accessing the internet at home were:  

• no need (63%)  

• lack of confidence or knowledge (22%)  

• cost (16%).73 

A key determining factor as to whether a household had the internet connected 
was the presence of a child under 15 years. For households with a child under 
15, cost (43%) was the main reason given for not accessing the internet.  

Digital telecommunications, and particularly access to the internet, ‘is fast 
becoming a necessity, rather than a luxury’.74 With so many services becoming 
reliant on ready access to the internet – banking, Medicare, and Centrelink 
services – and the increasing role of the internet as a means to communicate 
and connect, not being connected can significantly disadvantage people and 
further entrench existing disadvantage.  

                                            
66  ibid. 
67  ibid. 
68  J Thomas et al., 2016, op. cit., p. 9; J Thomas et al., 2017, op. cit., p. 9. 
69  J Thomas et al., 2016, op. cit., p. 3. 
70  G Ogle & V Musolino, op. cit., p. 37. 
71  J Thomas et al., 2017, op. cit., p 7.  
72  ABS, 2016, op. cit.  
73  ibid. 
74  ibid, p. 6. 
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