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Report highlights 

This report provides a thorough discussion of measurement issues that are faced in assessing the 

socio-economic status of women (rather than men, or households), considering women across the 

broad range of ages, and with specific reference to women in NSW. Informed by the measurement 

issues, the report includes discussion of the characteristics of lower socio-economic status women, 

and of policy approaches that are important in this area. 

Women and socio-economic status 

Gaining insights about the socio-economic status of women is of particular value, and this is the 

new contribution of this research. This is an important topic because women are particularly 

vulnerable to economic disadvantage, given that they often withdraw from paid work to care for 

children and others. This is less often the case for men. The withdrawal from employment by 

women places them at risk of financial disadvantage at the time they are caring, and also into their 

older age. At older ages, women’s longer life expectancy means that they may be vulnerable then to 

being of lower socio-economic status. 

In the extensive research on the measurement of socio-economic status and on financial wellbeing 

and poverty within Australia, there has been limited recognition that measuring the socio-economic 

status of women does not always fit within the usual approaches. Such approaches typically rely 

upon household or area-level measures of socio-economic status. Household measures—for 

example, of household income or wealth—may provide insights into the amount of resources to 

which women have access, but information about women’s personal resources within a family or 

household provides more depth to this information, especially if thinking about what may happen 

to the socio-economic status of women should there be a change in household living arrangements, 

such as a relationship separation. Area-level measures are often used, as they are relatively 

accessible; however, they are problematic because such measures can only tell you about the 

“average” characteristics of people (or families, or households) within an area, which may not 

reveal if there are areas of relative disadvantage (or advantage) within those areas. Further, the 

characteristics upon which the area-level measures are based may be less relevant for understanding 

the socio-economic status of women, or of women at different ages. For example, measures based 

on the employment and occupational characteristics of people living within an area may not be so 

relevant for understanding the socio-economic status of older women, who usually no longer have 

a connection to the labour market. 

Measuring socio-economic status 

Throughout the report, we explored women’s socio-economic status as a concept that captures 

access to resources, but is multidimensional in nature. That is, socio-economic status is more than 

just educational attainment, occupation or income alone. In fact, the key contribution of this 

research is the strong evidence given that the meaning of these (and other) indicators varies 

considerably for women at different life stages, and varies within different household forms. The 

correspondence between indicators of socio-economic status examined here is not always 

particularly strong, showing that they are picking up different dimensions of socio-economic status. 

Analysing the underlying meaning—and weaknesses and strengths—of certain indicators provides 

greater understanding of women’s likely experiences of socio-economic status at different life 

stages. 

By examining the various options for the measurement of socio-economic status (reviewing the 

literature and data availability), and considering issues for those measures in their application to 

women of all ages, we present detailed analyses of a number of socio-economic status indicators 

that have some merit. As described below, from the outset it was clear that some were going to be 

more useful at particular ages than others. The indicators assessed were: 
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 low educational attainment; 

 low personal income; 

 income support payments is main source of income; 

 low personal wealth; 

 low equivalised household income; 

 low household wealth; and 

 housing tenancy of public housing or Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) private rent. 

In the first instance, the percentage of women who were classified as low socio-economic status 

according to these indicators provided some indication of the usefulness of these as indicators. 

Some identified a relatively small proportion of the population as being of lower socio-economic 

status, while others were more inclusive. Those that identify a high proportion of the population as 

being of low status are likely to be less powerful in their ability to detect those who may experience 

disadvantage. This was apparent, for example, with indicators based on low personal income for 

young women and low educational attainment for older women. 

In this report, we provide some views on whether different measures were superior to others as 

indicators of socio-economic status for women. Such assessments were based in part on the extent 

to which indicators seemed to identify women experiencing some financial disadvantage. We were 

also influenced in our views by the degree to which the indicators captured a majority of the 

population (which suggested they were not just the more disadvantaged women), or captured a 

different dimension of disadvantage that other indicators did not. We nevertheless recommend that 

in deciding on the “best” indicators of socio-economic status, it is important to question the policy 

relevance of different indicators. For example, educational attainment may not be a useful indicator 

in formulating, delivering or evaluating housing policy, but it may be useful for policies that assist 

women to gain employment. 

Preferred indicators of socio-economic status and the life course 

These analyses demonstrate very clearly that a life stage approach, or one that takes account of 

women’s ages, is needed to make sense of measures of socio-economic status, and to make 

recommendations on the usefulness of the indicators examined. Detailed analyses in this report 

classified women in broad age groups, referred to as life stages, of “young women” (aged 15–24 

years), “mid-age” women (aged 25–54 years), “retirement-age” women (55–74 years) and “older” 

women (aged 75 years and older). 

Broadly, across all women, of the socio-economic status indicators examined, those that proved 

most useful in identifying the lower socio-economic status women seemed to be the household-

level measures, especially those based on equivalised household incomes and housing tenure. The 

indicator based on women’s main source of income being income support payments was also a 

useful one. These measures were closely related to women’s experiences of financial disadvantage 

and were not compromised by capturing a very large part of the population (thereby possibly not 

actually capturing the more disadvantaged). 

Of course, household measures are based on assumptions that household resources are equally 

shared, and do not provide insights on particular circumstances within households. Our analyses of 

the overlap between indicators of socio-economic status based on household and individual 

incomes proved particularly illuminating, making it very apparent that within life stages, women’s 

living arrangements—whether living alone, with parents, a partner or others—makes a considerable 

difference to her likely classification as being of low socio-economic status. The clearest example 

from these analyses was that among mid-age women, lone parents were actually under-represented 
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(relative to the mid-age women population) among women with low personal incomes, but they 

were over-represented among those with low equivalised household incomes. 

As is the typical approach, our identification of lower income women or households was based on 

relative measures of income. The threshold for low socio-economic status used in the analyses of 

personal income was one that meant many women on income support payments were not counted 

as “low income”. In related research on poverty, it has also been observed that estimates of the 

numbers or proportions of people living in poverty are affected by the rates of income support 

payments, which often sit around the thresholds used. If using income to assess socio-economic 

status, it is important to be aware of these issues. As payment rates change over time and vary for 

different forms of support, this can result in variation in which groups of women are counted as 

low socio-economic status. 

Except for the indicator based on main source of income, women’s own characteristics, and 

especially personal income, were not always clearly related to their experiences of financial stress, 

which makes sense as many women on low personal incomes are living in households with other 

income-earners. Educational attainment proved problematic as a measure of socio-economic status, 

but largely because of the very significant differences in educational attainment across women of 

different birth cohorts. 

Given the different complications discussed above, it is difficult to assert that one indicator is 

superior to others, whether across all women or within life stages. However, for all life stages, 

useful indicators were: having income support payments as the main source of income, having 

low equivalised household income, and housing tenure of public housing tenant or private 

rental tenant in receipt of CRA. Then, for specific life stages, we suggested that other useful 

indicators of low socio-economic status were: 

 for young women: just those listed above were considered most useful, with low personal wealth 

and low household wealth possible useful indicators; 

 for mid-age women: in addition to those listed above, low educational attainment and low 

household wealth were considered to be the most useful indicators, with low personal wealth 

possibly useful; 

 for retirement-age women: low household wealth, as well as those listed above, were the most 

useful, with low personal and household wealth possibly useful indicators of low socio-

economic status; and 

 for older women: low personal wealth and low household wealth, in addition to the indicators 

listed above, were considered most useful, and low personal income possibly useful indicators. 

We undertook through this research to consider carefully the meaning of different indicators of 

socio-economic status for women at different stages of life. One thing that was apparent, but not 

fully analysed, was that women’s experiences of socio-economic status at a point in time reflect 

their personal (and family) experiences leading to that time, and also relate to the social conventions 

and opportunities for women through their life. Older women today had vastly different education 

and employment opportunities and experiences when they were young than the young women of 

today have. Our analysis was based on cross-sectional data, and we did not incorporate information 

on women’s experiences prior to the time of the study. To understand socio-economic status for 

women in more detail, it would be valuable to consider women’s past life events and past 

experiences in education and the labour market to see their pathways leading to socio-economic 

status at a point in time. It would also be useful to further these analyses to consider the extent to 

which low socio-economic status is a transient or persistent experience for women. In future 

research, it would be useful to examine whether certain indicators are more, or less, useful for 

identifying women at risk of longer term disadvantage. 
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Who are lower socio-economic status women in NSW? 

To answer this question, we examined the characteristics of women who were identified as being of 

lower socio-economic status, using each of the indicators at each life stage. We found that women 

typically considered to be at risk of poverty or financial hardship (such as Indigenous women, 

women from non–English speaking backgrounds and women with a disability) were over-

represented in the lower socio-economic status groups, and we describe some of these findings 

below. However, it is worth noting that those typically identified as being “at risk” make up a 

relatively small proportion of lower socio-economic status women, just as they make up a relatively 

small proportion of women in the population. This is the reason for a policy approach that makes 

some services and programs universal, or reach individuals and families across a range of 

circumstances. Such policy approaches can then be supplemented with targeted ones for women in 

the at-risk groups, or groups otherwise identified as missing out on particular services or programs. 

These analyses showed that across a broad range of the measures of socio-economic status used in 

this section, and across the different life stages, higher rates of being Indigenous, having poorer 

English language proficiency, having a disability or being a carer are apparent among women of 

lower socio-economic status according to a number of the indicators used, and within most of the 

life stage groups. There was some variation across indicators and across life stages in the strength of 

these associations, with at-risk women having greater representation in the lower socio-economic 

status groups identified as having their main source of income as income support payments, or 

through housing tenure of public housing or in a privately rented households in receipt of CRA. 

For example, we were able to look at findings for Indigenous women using Census data, but this 

did not allow analyses of the main source of income or CRA receipt. Among NSW women overall, 

4% of young women, 2% of mid-age women and about 1% each of retirement-age and older 

women were Indigenous. For each of these life stages, for NSW women in public housing, the 

percentage of women who were Indigenous was higher than the population averages, at 20%, 15%, 

6% and 1% respectively. 

Lone-parent and lone-women households were over-represented in the groups identified as lower 

socio-economic status based on equivalised household income and wealth. Dependent students, 

partnered women and older women living as an “other family member” were over-represented in 

the lower socio-economic status groups based on individual income and wealth. As discussed 

previously, the choice of indicator of socio-economic status will make a difference to the 

identification of women of different living arrangements as being of low socio-economic status. 

Women classified as being of lower socio-economic status more often lived in Local Government 

Areas (LGAs) that were identified as being more disadvantaged, when measures of socio-economic 

status were based on household characteristics. This would be expected to some extent, as areas are 

classified as being more or less disadvantaged by the characteristics of people and households 

within those areas. Nevertheless, lower socio-economic status women were certainly represented 

also within the least disadvantaged LGAs of NSW, demonstrating that area-level measures of socio-

economic status will not always identify those women and households who may be in need of some 

policy focus. 

What are the policy implications arising from these findings? 

Our discussion of policy implications, to answer the final research question, highlights the need to 

consider measurement issues (in the context of gender and age) in policy development and 

evaluation. As the analyses in this report have shown, the choice of indicator (or indicators) used to 

assess which women are deemed to be low socio-economic status will make a difference to which 

women are counted as low socio-economic status. 

Several broad policy areas are relevant to women’s socio-economic status. Policy directions in 

education, employment, housing and income support payments are significant in equipping women 
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with the resources needed to guard against low socio-economic status, and also to help deal with it, 

should it be experienced. 

These policy directions apply across the life course. For example, an important focus is in the area 

of education. While our report did not cover childhood, education starts there, with good early 

childhood education policies needed to ensure children from more vulnerable families are not 

missing out right at the start. Addressing school completion, post-secondary education, facilitating 

or encouraging less gendered patterns in fields of study, and ensuring there are life-long learning 

opportunities for women who may wish to retrain at older ages are all valuable approaches that can 

help equip women to better their opportunities with regard to their socio-economic status. 

Ensuring these opportunities are available to at-risk women is also important. 

Other policy approaches can include providing guidance on financial literacy and the economic 

consequences of particular employment decisions; ensuring there are supports in place to allow 

work to be combined with caring responsibilities; ensuring women are supported and protected 

from disadvantage in situations such as relationship breakdown; and ensuring that women at all 

ages who cannot earn are able to access adequate income, services and housing. 

With the ageing of the population, the socio-economic status of retirement-age and older age 

women is of particular concern. Policies that address their financial circumstances and housing are 

clearly essential. However, it is also important that the socio-economic status of future generations 

of women is given appropriate focus in policy. Here, of course, an important area of policy has 

been in relation to superannuation. 

The indicators explored here can provide some insights on these different approaches. Indeed, 

these indicators are commonly used in evaluating existing policy, or in assessing the need for new 

or different policies for women. Where socio-economic status indicators are often used is in 

identifying those who may be of greatest interest as a target population. Throughout this report, we 

caution about the fact that different indicators will classify different women as being of low socio-

economic status, that household versus individual measures produce different results, and the 

choice of thresholds also makes a difference. Putting aside measurement concerns though, it does 

seem likely that women with access to low personal and low household resources would be most at 

risk of experiencing disadvantage, and so are likely to be an important target group for policy. 

Final remarks 

To sum up, this report has provided an examination of the socio-economic status of women in 

NSW, with a focus on measurement issues, demonstrating that the way in which socio-economic 

status is conceptualised and measured makes a difference to who is identified as being of lower 

socio-economic status. There are certainly challenges to researchers and policy-makers in being able 

to identify a useful measure, especially given women’s different patterns of employment 

participation over the life course, their possible financial dependence on others at particular life 

stages, and also, the very different characteristics of women of different birth cohorts. The choice 

of measure matters as to whether women are identified as being of lower socio-economic status, 

and so the key recommendation we have from this report is that care needs to be given in choosing 

a measure of socio-economic status that best suits the purpose of the measurement and the life 

stage of women being examined, and appropriately considers whether household as well as 

women’s own characteristics provide the necessary information to determine a woman’s socio-

economic status. 
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1 Introduction 
The purpose of this research project is to investigate disparities in the socio-economic status (SES) 

of women in NSW, and how these vary over the life course, in order to inform the development of 

social policies that will improve the status of women in NSW. 

The research aims, in particular, to explore the following research questions for women of all ages 

in NSW: 

 How is the socio-economic status of women conceptualised in the existing literature? 

 What measures of socio-economic status are most appropriate for identifying women who 

experience more disadvantage? 

 Are different measures appropriate for analyses of the socio-economic status of women at 

different life stages? 

 Given the findings on appropriate measures of socio-economic status, what are the 

characteristics of women, at different life stages, who are identified as being of relatively low 

socio-economic status? 

 What are the policy implications arising from the findings presented in this report? 

The focus throughout the report is on the measurement of socio-economic status, with a view to 

being able to identify or explore the issues faced by those with a relatively low status. As such, this 

report draws upon broader research (particularly Australian research) on the measurement of 

poverty and disadvantage. We do not attempt to review all of this broader area of study (see 

McLachlan, Gilfillan, & Gordon, 2013; Phillips, Miranti, Vidyattama, & Cassells, 2013; Saunders, 

2011), but focus specifically on issues related to the challenges that arise in measuring the socio-

economic status of women across the life cycle. Despite the recognition of difficulties in measuring 

the socio-economic status of women in existing research and of measuring socio-economic status 

at different ages or life stages (Dutton, Turrell, & Oldenburg, 2005; Galobardes, Shaw, Lawlor, 

Lynch, & Smith, 2006; House, Lepkowski, Kinney, Mero, Kessler, & Herzog, 1994; Mishra, Ball, 

Dobson, Byles, & Warner-Smith, 2001), these issues have not previously been comprehensively 

explored.1 

Exploring these issues specifically for women is useful, given that women are more likely than men 

to fulfil the caring roles within families, whether that is for dependent children or for others. 

Having a carer role often entails withdrawing from paid employment, or limiting participation in 

paid employment for a time, which results in a lower personal income, and sometimes a reliance 

upon other family members (such as a partner) or on income support payments from the 

government. This places women in a somewhat vulnerable position with regard to their own 

economic security at that time as well as older ages, if their opportunities to save or invest for their 

retirement have been limited. Nevertheless, a number of the issues explored in this report could 

equally be said to apply to men, and this is true in regard to some of the methodological and 

conceptual issues regarding socio-economic status measurement, as well as in regard to the policy 

implications. 

The report begins with a discussion of “social status”, the antecedent of the more contemporary 

term “socio-economic status”, and a summary of how these concepts have evolved over time, with 

                                                      
1 There is extensive literature that concerns socio-economic status at specific life stages, but not necessarily for women. 

For reviews and related discussions on young men and women, see McMillan and Western (2000), Mayer, Duncan, 
and Kalil (2004) and Hanson and Chen (2007). Through the years that families are raising children, measurement of 
socio-economic status is most often discussed in the context of children, and the families in which they are raised 
(see, for example, Blakemore, Strazdins, & Gibbings, 2009; Saunders, 2012). The difficulties associated with 
measuring the socio-economic status of older people have been discussed extensively in health research, given the 
interest in examining socio-economic status differentials in health and mortality at older ages (Bowling, 2004; Dutton 
et al., 2005; Grundy & Holt, 2001; Jaggera & Spiersa, 2005). 
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an emphasis on how these pertain to women. The various issues confronted in measuring the 

socio-economic status of women over the life course are explored in Section 3, with reference to 

women in NSW. To foreshadow the findings of these analyses, the variation in these measures 

across women’s age groups suggest that a range of measures must be considered and that different 

emphases should be applied to specific measures at different ages. Section 4 uses four specific 

stages in the life course to frame the discussion that follows, examining the associations between 

different socio-economic status indicators, and variations in these indicators according to women’s 

relationships in the household. Analyses of women’s lived experiences of hardship and financial 

stress according to the socio-economic status indicators helps to inform which indicators are most 

useful at particular life stages. Section 5 then builds on these analyses to examine the demographic 

characteristics of women in NSW with relatively low socio-economic status. Section 6 discusses 

policy implications arising from the issues covered in this report and Section 7 provides a final 

discussion and conclusion. 
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2 Women and socio-economic status 

2.1 The meaning of “socio-economic status” 

Although “‘socio-economic status”’ is a term often used in discourses on public policy and social 

research, it is less often explicitly defined. Oftentimes it is taken as being synonymous with easily 

quantifiable economic and demographic characteristics of an individual or a household. This 

section begins by exploring the origins of socio-economic status within the context of more general 

theories of social stratification, before examining some of the challenges of applying traditional 

conceptions of social status to women. 

The term “social status” defines a place within a system of social stratification, while “‘socio-

economic status”’ is generally used to describe a place in an implied hierarchy defined in terms of 

one or more socio-demographic characteristic such as income, education or occupation. The 

ordering of different places in the hierarchy is that which is generally held to exist in the minds of 

the individual people who form the society. 

Early studies on social stratification—those associated with the “functionalist” school of sociology 

(Davis, 1942; Davis & Moore, 1945; Weber, 1922)—were clear that characteristics such as income, 

education, wealth and the prestige of an individual’s occupation reflected, rather than conferred, 

their underlying social status. These scholars believed that social status was attained via society’s 

assessments of the functional importance of men’s occupations. They argued that what we would 

now regard as socio-economic characteristics, such as income and wealth, were society’s rewards 

for performing work thought to be valuable, rather than conferring status upon an individual by 

their possession alone. 

The more contemporary concept of “socio-economic status” has been criticised by some policy 

researchers, especially those in the health sciences, as conflating two distinct aspects of socio-

economic position: (a) the economic resources available to an individual; and (b) status as defined 

by occupational prestige—a type of status more closely related to that propounded by the 

functionalist school (Krieger, Williams, & Moss, 1997). While the remainder of this report 

approaches socio-economic disparities from the perspective of differential access to economic 

resources, it is useful to consider this within the historical context of women’s status in modern 

societies, and this is discussed below. 

2.2 The socio-economic status of women 

The early sociology literature on social stratification focused primarily on questions of how 

stratification was created and reproduced in social systems. These authors viewed social status as 

being primarily conferred by society’s perception of achievement, as measured by occupation and 

earnings. It was implicit in this that status was conferred upon families rather than differentially 

upon the individuals within them, and that the status of the family was determined by the status of 

its head. This was justified on the grounds that it was the male “‘breadwinner”’ who had the 

greatest and most continuous attachment to the labour force (Goldthorpe, 1983; Parsons, 1954). 

This assertion that the family, rather than the individual, was the appropriate unit of analysis in 

understanding social stratification came under increasing scrutiny by feminist scholars over the 

course of the 1960s and 1970s (Watson, 1964). The foundation of this feminist critique was that 

women were increasingly involved in education and the labour force and that their status could 

therefore be derived from that of their own characteristics and should not be thought of as being 

conferred upon them by their male partners. In the second year of the Survey of Employment and 

Unemployment (forerunner of the current Labour Force Survey), conducted by the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS) in 1961, the overall female labour force participation rate was 34% (ABS, 

2011b). Among married women, the participation rate was 19%, a somewhat lower percentage, but 

one that nevertheless accounted for almost two in ten Australian workers (Richmond, 1974). While 
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these participation rates were, at the time, significantly lower than those of men (82%), the fact that 

one in three women embodied the characteristics that would confer upon them a status of their 

own lent strength to the feminist critique. 

Feminists of the time also questioned the primacy of occupation and income as determinants of 

social status: 

Occupation, equated … with full-time, functionally important social role, is often used 

as the indicator of position for men. However, the full-time occupation of many 

women, that of housewife-mother, is never considered as a ranking criterion in 

stratification studies. Are we to conclude that this role is either not functionally 

important or not a full-time activity, or are we to conclude that only those activities 

which are directly rewarded financially can bestow status upon the individual or 

family? (Acker, 1973, p. 939) 

The feminist critique poses two important methodological challenges for the measurement of the 

socio-economic status of women that are of less relevance in an analysis of the socio-economic 

status of men: 

 Is the individual, and not the family, the appropriate unit of analysis in the assessment of the 

socio-economic status of the individual? 

 What status does society confer upon those not involved in the labour market? 

The first of these questions must be viewed within the context of the specifics of a particular 

research question or public policy problem that one would wish to understand. The sociologists 

cited above sought to understand how society was stratified and how this system of stratification 

was reproduced. In the context of these research questions, taking the family as the unit of analysis 

and assuming full conferral of the status of the male head upon their family might well have been 

an approach that was defensible. 

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that any meaningful discussion of women’s socio-economic 

status must be based upon a description of their own characteristics. These should, however, be 

considered in the context of the families in which many women live, with some discussion of the 

resources that might be available to them and due consideration given to how those resources are 

shared, and the risks associated with reliance upon sources of income not directly earned by the 

individual. 

With regard to the second question, domestic work had not previously been fully accepted as a 

status conferring occupation, and for this reason was not thought relevant to the discussion of 

social stratification. This is despite the long-recognised economic importance of this work.2 Within 

the established perspective of status conferred by achievement as measured by occupation, women 

engaged in full-time, unpaid domestic work within the home were rendered “invisible in work on 

social stratification, hidden in a conceptualisation of female class or status derived from the class 

status of men” (Acker, 1980, p. 25), despite the obvious social value of the work performed. 

As “unpaid work” within the household and its value became increasingly recognised, some 

feminist scholars began to question whether the full social value of this work could be properly 

evaluated in economic terms.3 While the work performed by “housekeepers and related workers”, 

“child care workers”, “home-based personal care workers” and “domestic helpers and cleaners” for 

                                                      
2 The economist William Smart wrote in 1899, “What the income really amounts to may be guessed if we imagine what 

we should have to pay to servants for doing work now done by wives, sisters, and daughters, and how entirely 
impossible it would be to get similar work done for money” (p. 69). 

3 Duncan Ironmonger (1996) estimated that the work undertaken within Australian households in the early 1990s—
what he terms total “household product”—has an equivalent economic value to production that occurs in the 
market. 
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pay can be easily separated from individuals performing the work, this is less true of caring and 

parenting. As Himmelweit (1995) explained: 

It is often noted how much easier it is to record and categorize activities such as 

cleaning and washing, than the more personal sorts of activities such as emotional 

care and support. In these latter activities, a relationship is involved and who performs 

the activity becomes part of the activity itself. (p. 9) 

To the extent that it is true that social status in modern societies is determined by achievement as 

measured by the time one devotes to production and the value of that production, it can be argued 

that such work should be no less a status conferring achievement than work performed for pay in 

the labour market. Indeed, others have questioned the extent to which it is appropriate to 

uncritically apply conceptions of status formed within a predominantly male-centric perspective of 

achievement. As Austen, Jefferson, and Preston (2000) explained: 

It is important that measures of women’s progress are not dominated by male-female 

comparisons. This risks restricting definitions of women’s progress to activities in 

which men have already achieved “success”, and areas where the institutionalised 

measures of success are male dominated … If progress for women is simply defined 

as becoming more man-like in terms of working patterns, then the wrong implication 

may be drawn that women’s work in the home is of lesser value than men’s work in 

the market. (p. 3) 

2.3 Summary 

This section has discussed the meaning of “social status”, the antecedent of the more contemporary 

term, “socio-economic status”, and has considered some of the challenges that arise in applying 

these largely employment-based concepts to the discussion of the status of women, who are less 

likely to be found in paid work at particular points in the life course. 

In this report, we examine a range of measures of socio-economic status for women in NSW, but 

focus less on the concept of “status” in thinking about the usefulness of different measures, and 

more on the way in which such measures relate to women’s access to resources, so linking this 

research somewhat to broader Australian research on poverty, deprivation and financial wellbeing. 

Our focus on measures such as educational attainment, income, wealth and housing is considered 

in respect to how useful they are in identifying those women of lower socio-economic status. In 

this way, our conceptualisation of socio-economic status is less focused on women’s prestige or 

status, and more focused on women’s access to resources. 
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3 Measuring the socio-economic status of women in 
NSW 

Key messages 

 Cross-sectional analysis provides some information about the socio-economic status of women of different ages 
or life stages, but longitudinal analysis provides a fuller understanding of the dynamics of being of lower socio-
economic status, and cohort analysis provides more in-depth understanding of how women’s life histories 
contribute to their later socio-economic status. 

 Educational attainment is a commonly used indicator, but care needs to be taken to take account of the different 
educational systems experienced by women of different birth cohorts. Low educational attainment among older 
women will not have the same meaning as low educational attainment among younger women. 

 Educational attainment is a problematic measure for young women who may be still undertaking study. 

 Women’s engagement in employment is difficult to use as a marker of socio-economic status, given that women 
often withdraw from (or reduce involvement in) employment during the childrearing years, and then are likely to 
have many years out of the labour market at older ages. This likewise poses challenges for measuring women’s 
socio-economic status using occupation groupings. 

 Women’s personal incomes and household (HH) incomes are often-used measures of socio-economic status. 
Equivalised household income is usually analysed, which adjusts household income to take account of 
household structure. Women’s personal incomes alone may not be indicative of their socio-economic status if 
they are sharing (or at least benefiting from) the incomes of others in the household. 

 The threshold used to identify lower socio-economic status from the income distribution can make a difference to 
who is included in this group. Low personal income, as indicated by income in the bottom 20% of the distribution, 
may not include those whose main source of income is government payments. 

 Income may not be a good indicator of socio-economic status for older women, whose socio-economic status 
may also be a factor of their own (or household) wealth or housing. 

 One indicator of lower socio-economic status that is likely to apply across the life cycle is being in public housing, 
although this only captures a small percentage of the population. 

 Area-level measures of socio-economic status are often used, but they are not without problems, given they 
reflect average experiences of individuals living in an area, and so may not effectively capture the situation in 
diverse areas that include lower as well as higher socio-economic status individuals or families. They may also 
be problematic for capturing the socio-economic status of those no longer in employment, since their derivation is 
based on a number of employment and income measures. Area-level measures are not considered in this report. 

 Other approaches to identifying those with poorer financial wellbeing or disadvantage include measures of 
deprivation, capabilities and social exclusion, but these have not been included as indicators of socio-economic 
status in this report. 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Measuring the socio-economic status of women poses particular challenges that are not 

encountered to the same extent when the focus is instead on men or on households. Largely, these 

challenges stem from the interrupted nature of women’s participation in paid work, the changes in 

personal income that may result from this, and the reality that when women’s personal incomes are 

low, their socio-economic status may be dependent upon the incomes of others in their family. If 

measurement of socio-economic status is pursued with a view to identifying women with the lowest 

socio-economic status, there are further challenges, given that women at different ages or different 

life stages vary considerably on those measures that are often used to capture aspects of socio-

economic status. For example, analyses based on educational attainment as a marker of socio-

economic status needs to take account of the vastly different educational systems facing women of 

different birth cohorts. 

Of particular policy concern is being able to identify women who may be at greatest risk of moving 

into disadvantage should some life event occur that alters their financial resources or needs. Such 
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life events include becoming a parent, experiencing a relationship separation, widowhood, or 

needing to take up the role of carer to a partner or other family member.4 Women who live in a 

household of relatively poor socio-economic status prior to such an experience may be at particular 

risk of personal financial disadvantage after the event, but the financial outcomes of women in 

households of more moderate or even better-off socio-economic status are likely to vary, 

depending on their personal circumstances. Having been in a better-off financial situation may not 

protect women from poorer socio-economic status later on, and perhaps this is especially so for 

those with low personal socio-economic status. Throughout this report, we use both personal and 

household measures of socio-economic status, as each offers a different perspective. In Section 4 

we examine the correspondence between individual and household measures of socio-economic 

status, and links between these measures and experiences of financial hardship. 

In this section, we explore the main ways in which socio-economic status is typically measured, and 

discuss the appropriateness of different measures for analyses of socio-economic status of women 

over the life course. Information about women in NSW is used throughout to provide an overview 

of their socio-economic status and to highlight the measurement issues encountered. Two main 

datasets are used throughout this report: the Survey of Income and Housing (SIH), the most recent 

data available being for 2009–10; and the Australian Census of Population and Housing (the 

Census), most recently conducted in 2011. Also, the Household Expenditure Survey (HES) is a 

subsample of the SIH, and these data have been incorporated in some analyses. These data 

collections are summarised in Box 1, and more detailed descriptions of the datasets are provided in 

Appendix A (Census data) and Appendix B (SIH and HES data). 

These data have been used to explore a range of indicators of low socio-economic status. A 

comprehensive discussion of the broad issues associated with the choice and use of indicators of 

socio-economic status was presented in a recent report by Saunders (2012), and will not be repeated 

here. In reviewing the properties of good indicators of socio-economic status as proposed by 

others, Saunders noted that there is general agreement that indicators should: (1) measure what they 

are intended to in an unambiguous manner; (2) be transparent and statistically robust; (3) be timely 

and comparable over time; and (4) make efficient use of existing data and/or not be burdensome or 

intrusive to collect (p. 9). We are particularly mindful of the first of these in thinking about the 

value of the indicators used in this report as they apply to women across different life stages. 

We do present some suggestions, at the end of Section 4, of which indicators of socio-economic 

status might be more appropriate for use at different life stages. Ideally though, the measure of 

socio-economic status chosen should be that which is most appropriate for a particular research 

question, or relates most closely to the policy issue being explored. Measurement issues, and 

acknowledgement of the limitations of particular indicators for women overall or for sub-groups of 

women, is important in being able to effectively use socio-economic status indicators to inform the 

development and evaluation of policy. 

 

                                                      
4 For discussion and analyses of life events and their associations with outcomes for individuals and families, refer to 

Moloney, Weston, Qu, and Hayes (2012) and Qu, Baxter, Weston, Moloney, and Hayes (2012). 
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Box 1: Data sources 

Survey of Income and Housing 

The SIH, previously known as the Survey of Income and Housing Costs, is a nationally representative survey of 
households that collects comprehensive information on sources of income, amounts received, household and 
personal wealth, housing characteristics, household characteristics and personal characteristics. Income is collected 
every two years on both a current and financial year basis.a The survey scope covers residents of private dwellings in 
urban and rural areas of Australia across each state and territory. It is administered by trained interviewers who 
interview respondents face-to-face and enter the data into a laptop computer. The respondent is a household 
spokesperson who has knowledge of the household finances. In addition, interviews are conducted with each 
individual aged 15 years and over in the household. 

Household Expenditure Survey 

The HES is collected every six years from a subsample of SIH households. It obtains detailed information on 
expenditures made by each household member in addition to measures of financial hardship and financial stress 
experienced by someone in the household. 

Census of Population and Housing 

The five-yearly Australian Census provides a range of information on all persons, families and households in 
Australia, with the data presented in this report being for 2011. Aggregated data have been accessed through the 
ABS TableBuilder facility. The Census data are primarily self-reported, with information about incomes collected 
through individuals’ checking boxes on the Census form (or online) that indicate the range within which their incomes 
fall. 

a The precise definition of “income” given by the ABS in the Survey of Income and Housing has undergone some changes over 
time. For a summary of changes to the income definitions in Australian household surveys between 1981 and 1999, see 
Siminski, Saunders, Waseem, and Chalmers (2003). This report only uses information from the 2009–10 survey. 

 

3.2 Limitations of cross-sectional analyses 

Throughout this report we have presented only cross-sectional data to examine measures of socio-

economic status for women in NSW, by age or life stage. A limitation of the cross-sectional 

approach is that it does not take account of the different life experiences of women of different 

generations or birth cohorts, nor any implications for socio-economic status later in life. In 

particular, older women today have had much more limited labour market experiences than will be 

the case for the younger women of today when they reach these older ages in future years. This 

may mean that there will be very significant changes across birth cohorts in later life socio-

economic outcomes of women. Longitudinal analyses, as well as analyses incorporating information 

on labour market and relationship histories will be especially valuable for understanding the socio-

economic outcomes of women of different birth cohorts. 

Similarly, a longitudinal perspective would allow measures of socio-economic status to be captured 

at multiple points in time, to establish to what extent women experience persistent disadvantage, or 

to explore what factors might be related to women’s movement into or out of disadvantage over 

time. 

To understand what triggers women to move into disadvantage requires longitudinal analyses, and 

also may require a focus on specific life stages or specific events, given the complexity of factors 

that may act as risk or protective factors for women faced with particular circumstances 

(McLachlan et al., 2013). (See also Buddelmeyer and Verick, 2008; Heflin and Butler, 2013; and Qu 

et al., 2012, for some related research.) 

In Section 5 we describe the characteristics of low socio-economic status women to provide some 

insights from these data. 
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3.3 Education 

One of the ways in which socio-economic status is often assessed is through measures of 

educational attainment. A commonly used measure of educational attainment is the highest level of 

education attained. From a measurement perspective, educational attainment is available in most 

sources of survey data, especially those conducted by the ABS, making it an easily accessible 

measure of socio-economic status. It is also available in some administrative data. Survey questions 

regarding educational attainment are unobtrusive and the individuals asked can easily self-

enumerate their level of education.5 A significant advantage of using education as a measure of the 

socio-economic status of women is that educational attainment is not sensitive to the life stage, in 

that educational attainment will not vary as women move in or out of the labour market. 

The theoretical reasons for choosing education as a measure of socio-economic status depend to 

some extent on the focus of the research. Higher levels of education tend to be associated with 

having access to more resources through the opportunity to obtain better jobs and earn higher 

incomes (see Lynch & Kaplan, 2000). So education may capture likely differences in income, wealth 

or some other aspect of financial wellbeing. From the perspective of health research, better health 

outcomes that are commonly found among those with higher levels of education may reflect the 

direct effect that education has on standard of living (i.e., through having higher incomes), thereby 

reducing their exposure to health risk factors, or that more education is associated with better 

knowledge about healthy behaviours and being better equipped to seek out appropriate services 

(Bowling, 2004). In the context of educational research, associations between student outcomes and 

parental education may reflect differences in parental values and their role in shaping the 

educational aspirations or expectations of the students themselves (McMillan & Western, 2000), in 

addition to direct financial investments made by parents.6 

Using education to assess the socio-economic status of women of different ages presents 

challenges, as recent decades have seen marked changes in the educational attainment of women, 

which have led to very large cohort differences in educational attainment among Australian women 

(and for men, albeit to a lesser extent) (Baxter, 2013b; Booth & Kee, 2011). Figure 1 presents the 

highest qualification obtained by NSW women of different ages, as reported in the 2011 Census. 

The most striking feature of Figure 1 is the decline from older to younger women in the percentage 

of women who left school with less than a Year 10 qualification, which reflects the cohort 

differences in school completion and post-secondary education in Australia over the period in 

which these women would have been educated. Over half of the women aged 85 or older in 2011 

left school prior to Year 10 (53%). For women aged 45–49 years, fewer than 8% had left school 

prior to Year 10. 

The decline in leaving school prior to Year 10 for the later birth cohorts of women is reflected in 

increases in all of the higher qualifications. As is evident in the figure, the increase in the proportion 

of women with university qualifications, both postgraduate and undergraduate is very pronounced. 

Between the ages of 45–49 and 80–84 years there was an eight-fold increase in the percentage of 

women with postgraduate qualifications (8% compared to 1% respectively). For undergraduate 

qualifications, the increase was more than three-fold (18% compared to 5%). 

                                                      
5 There may of course still be some measurement error insofar as some respondents are unsure exactly which category 

of education their level of education fits into. For instance, some individuals who hold an advanced diploma from a 
vocational education and training institution may incorrectly enumerate their level of education as a graduate diploma 
from a university. Those whose education was acquired overseas or when levels of education differed to those 
typically used today may also have some difficulties selecting the appropriate category. 

6 A more general issue related to the use of education as an indicator of socio-economic status is that the returns from 
education may not be the same for all people. There is a diversity of levels of achievement within those completing a 
certain level of education, and there will be variation in peoples’ ability to apply their education in the workplace, to 
achieve a certain level of income (or wealth or status). This may be relevant in the context of gender, as men and 
women with equivalent educational qualifications may not have the same returns from their education. 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 10 

Figure 1 Level of highest educational attainment, for women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Excludes women whose educational attainment was not stated. Includes women living in non-private dwellings. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

Given the very significant differences in educational attainment of women in different cohorts, it 

would be problematic to assume that all older women with relatively low educational attainment 

would have experienced the sort of disadvantage that we would associate with low levels of 

education among younger women. While women aged in their 30s with an incomplete school 

qualification might have a heightened risk of experiencing disadvantage, it is less likely to be true 

for those with a similar qualification aged 70 years or older, for whom the majority have this as 

their highest level of education. To illustrate this, in Section 4, we explore how educational 

attainment is associated with experiences of financial stress and hardship at different life stages. 

Figure 1 indicates low levels of educational attainment among women aged 15–24 years. These ages 

represent a period of the life course where many women are in the process of completing their 

education and so their highest educational attainment at these ages is unlikely to be the highest that 

they will ultimately attain. It is therefore clearly problematic to use this current measure of 

educational attainment as an indicator of socio-economic status—especially for those aged 15–19. 

For young people (and children), the educational attainment of their parents is often used instead as 

an indicator of early life socio-economic status (McMillan & Western, 2000).7 

Figure 2 presents the highest educational attainment of the resident mothers and fathers of NSW 

girls aged 0–14 years, and young women aged 15–24 who were living with at least one of their 

parents in 2011 (sourced from Wave 11 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 

Australia [HILDA] survey). Even these data highlight cohort differences in educational attainment 

over recent decades, with the parents of young women aged 15–24 having lower levels of 

educational attainment, on average, compared to the parents of children aged 0–14. 

                                                      
7 Additional complexities are presented when considering how the socio-economic status of children whose parents are 

separated should be enumerated. It is common practice to use the socio-economic status of the parent with whom 
the child lives for the greater part of the year. 
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Figure 2 Level of resident parents’ highest educational attainment, girls and young women 

living with either parent in NSW, 2011 

 

Note: Only includes those still living in the parental home. 

Source: HILDA, Wave 11 

In this report, we will focus on women’s highest level of educational attainment. Another possible 

measure is the number of years spent in education. This approach assumes that every additional 

year of education equates to a similar increase in the level of socio-economic status. No account is 

taken of the “quality” of education, and so adding one more year of education by repeating a year 

of high school would be treated equivalently to undertaking a year of tertiary education. As with 

educational attainment, this may pose problems if considering years of education as an indicator of 

socio-economic status across women of different ages, given the very significant changes in the 

education system that have occurred in past decades. 

Although there are challenges in using educational attainment as an indicator of socio-economic 

status for women across the life course, it remains true that higher educational attainment is 

expected to be related to more positive outcomes, at least among the working age population, 

especially in terms of employment or income (McLachlan et al., 2013). Throughout, this benchmark 

of having completed only up to Year 10 education (or equivalent) is used as an indicator of low 

socio-economic status in this report. Note that into the future the choice of which benchmark to 

use will need further consideration, as it is likely that having only up to Year 10 education will 

represent an extremely small and select portion of the population over time. Also, it is likely that, in 

terms of employment outcomes, higher levels of educational attainment will be required to be 

competitive, as higher levels of educational attainment become more widespread within the 

population. 

With educational attainment being an important indicator of various life outcomes, it is relevant to 

consider what may constrain some people in their ability to achieve a higher level of education. In 

particular, an important focus in education research has been on school completion, with retention 

rates in school being a useful measure of educational success (Robinson & Meredith, 2013). We 

have not examined this directly in this report, as non-completion of school is captured in the 

educational qualification data presented (i.e., those whose highest qualification is less than Year 12 

completion). 

Also relevant is the consideration of women’s fields of study, which remain highly gendered in 

many Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries (OECD, 

2012). This has implications for women’s future career opportunities and likely wages, and so has 
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relevance to their lifetime socio-economic status. We have not covered this in this report, and fields 

of study cannot be ranked such that “lower status” fields of study are identified—this would 

typically done using information about occupation, as discussed in the next section. 

We return in Section 6 to consider women’s socio-economic status and policy implications that 

flow from the findings of this report. We will then discuss in policy terms about the importance of 

education in providing universal opportunities for education, including providing opportunities for 

lifelong learning such that women may access training and education beyond the typical years of 

full-time education, and providing programs and supports to benefit those women who may be 

particularly vulnerable in respect to achieving their desired level of education. 

3.4 Employment 

Employment is an important pre-condition for many of the generally accepted measures of socio-

economic status, and is an important means by which women can gain financial security and 

independence.8 As we discuss later, in Section 6, there has been a significant policy focus in the area 

of employment, with much attention directed at policies that seek to facilitate women’s (particularly 

mothers’) employment. This policy focus is in part in recognition of the importance of women’s 

current financial wellbeing, as well as that of her family, and her ability to secure a reliable income 

for herself into her old age. 

Labour force participation 

While a lack of employment may be associated with lower socio-economic status, it is not usually 

considered an indicator of socio-economic status in itself. To use employment in this way would be 

problematic in the determination of women’s socio-economic status, as women will often withdraw 

from the labour force to care for young children (Baxter, 2013a, 2013b; Parr, 2012) or for others 

(Edwards & Higgins, 2009; Edwards, Higgins, Gray, Zmijewski, & Kingston, 2008; Gray & 

Edwards, 2009), such that being outside paid employment could not be universally considered to be 

a marker of lower socio-economic status. Of course, at older ages, the vast majority of women (and 

men) will be undertaking activities other than employment, regardless of their socio-economic 

status, and so it is also problematic to assume that being out of employment represents low socio-

economic status for those women. 

It is nevertheless true that among working-age women, having employment can provide some 

protection against financial disadvantage, and therefore in the context of thinking about factors that 

might be linked with poorer socio-economic status, it is relevant to consider the importance of 

employment (Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2009; McLachlan et al., 2013; Smith, 

2007). Employment, and the income that comes from it, also matters for women’s ability to save 

and set money aside into superannuation, which allows them to have a more secure income into 

their old age. For employed women, having access to jobs that provide adequate wages and good 

employment conditions is also important in the context of their socio-economic status 

(Charlesworth, Strazdins, O’Brien, & Sims, 2011; Todd & Preston, 2012). 

Being unemployed is likely to be associated with socio-economic disadvantage; however this could 

equally be true for some of those women not in the labour force—those not employed and not 

looking for work. In fact, some of the employed women also may experience disadvantaged if they 

are in poor-quality or low-wage jobs. We will not use labour force status in this report as a measure 

of socio-economic status, given these difficulties. We will instead, consider a range of measures 

upon which labour force status will have a strong bearing, and later explore associations between 

                                                      
8 For example, Burke and Redmond (2002), in the context of women’s autonomy and economic independence, discuss 

how employment provides a means for women to be able to maintain an autonomous household, without reliance on 
government support or others. 
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women’s labour force status and their representation among the lower socio-economic status 

women. 

Figure 3 provides a summary of the labour force status of women in NSW in 2011, according to 

their age. A majority of women are employed through the ages of 20 through to around 59 years, 

with part-time work common for these women. Part-time work is also the more common form of 

employment among women aged under 20 years and aged 60 years or over. From age 75 years on, 

almost all women are not in paid employment. Among those who are not in employment, most are 

not in the labour force. It is at younger ages that not-employed women are most likely to be 

unemployed. See also Women NSW (2013) for further information about the employment 

characteristics of women in NSW. 

Figure 3 Labour force status of women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Excludes women whose labour force status or work hours was not stated. Part-time is working fewer than 35 hours per week, and 
includes a small number of women who were employed but away from work at the time of the Census. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

Occupation 

As discussed in Section 3, occupation has always been at the centre of discussions about socio-

economic status. Occupation is likely to be both strongly associated with level of education and 

closely related to earnings from employment. While we do not intend to pursue analyses of 

occupation in this report—primarily because it is generally only measured for women who are 

employed—in light of its centrality to the earlier literature on socio-economic status, it is worth 

discussing some of the methodological issues that arise in using occupation as an indicator of socio-

economic status. 

Occupation is a standardised classification of the work performed by an individual, and those who 

undertake research into socio-economic status typically map occupation onto an index of 

occupation prestige. It is in this way that researchers will refer to one occupation as being “higher” 
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or “lower” status than another.9 Dutton et al. (2005) provides further discussion about the gender 

issues concerning the classification of occupations in this way. As noted in the education section 

above, there are important issues for women’s socio-economic status associated with the gendered 

nature of women’s occupation choices. We will not be discussing this here, but it is worth further 

consideration in thinking about ways in which the socio-economic status of women may be 

improved. 

The most significant problem with occupation as a measure of socio-economic status is that 

employment is often a pre-condition for its measurement. For those outside the labour market, a 

respondent’s most recent occupation could instead be used, but is often not available in data 

collections. Even when collected, such a measure is not without its problems. It may not be useful 

for women who have been out of employment for very many years, such as those women who left 

work upon marriage or childbearing and never returned to work. This would be the case for many 

older women in NSW today. 

In assessing the socio-economic status of families and the individuals within them, family-level 

measures of occupation have traditionally been used. These have typically been based on the 

occupation of the household head, who is usually the male (Goldthorpe, 1983). Use of a husband’s 

status is problematic for women without male partners, including never-partnered or separated 

women, and women in same-sex relationships. In particular, this is not useful for older widows 

(Grundy & Holt, 2001), whose socio-economic status might be better reflected by the occupation 

of their late husband. 

Using the occupational status of the male household head as a summary measure of the socio-

economic status of their family is a practice rarely used in the more contemporary literature on 

socio-economic status. As women have increasingly entered employment, it makes sense to 

incorporate their occupational status into family-level measures of socio-economic status. For 

couple families, this may be achieved by using the “higher” of the occupations of employed adults 

in the family, whether male or female, or to “average” the occupational status of all employed 

adults, depending upon the research question of interest (Erikson, 1984). 

As an indicator of socio-economic status, occupation has several advantages over income 

(discussed in the next subsection). It is less volatile over time, more easily enumerated and less 

obtrusive to enquire about. Occupation provides somewhat more information than income on the 

more “social” aspects of the concept of socio-economic status. Not only can occupation be used to 

rank people according to its prestige, it can also provide an indication of job quality and 

employment conditions. It can therefore be a useful measure for those circumstances in which the 

socio-economic status of employed people (or women specifically) is of interest. 

While occupation may provide insights about job quality, employment “quality” could be examined 

from other perspectives, include wage rates and access to particular employment conditions, as 

discussed previously. The main disadvantage of measures of occupation and other employment-

based measures—that they are only available for employed people—means that they are not useful 

measures for this research. Therefore, measures that rely on occupation and other employment 

characteristics are not included in these analyses of women in NSW. This would be a worthwhile 

focus for future research on women of working age. 

                                                      
9 The most commonly used index of occupational prestige used in Australia is the ANU3_2 index developed by 

McMillan and Jones (2000) for use with the second edition of the Australian Standard Classification of Occupations. 
This index places occupations on a scale beginning at 0.8 for railway labourers and ending at 99.2 for specialist 
medical practitioners. This particular scale is derived from data on the specific ranking of occupations on the basis of 
prestige, as perceived by a sample of professionals surveyed in 1975. These scores were subsequently imputed for 
occupations performed by those with similar socio-demographic characteristics in order to provide a score for every 
occupation enumerated in the classification. 
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3.5 Income 

Income is a fundamental measure of the amount of economic resources someone may have access 

to, that can be used to acquire goods and services to achieve a certain standard of living. It is 

therefore an often-used measure of socio-economic status and one that also speaks to an 

individual’s risk of experiencing financial disadvantage. Here, we discuss issues related to the use of 

income (personal or household) as an indicator of socio-economic status, and also present 

information about women’s main source of income, which we also use to identify women of lower 

socio-economic status (those whose main source of income is income support payments10). Policy 

approaches that relate to women’s incomes are discussed in Section 6. 

While income is a very useful indicator, there are some challenges associated with the collection of 

these data in surveys that should be acknowledged. Income information is subject to measurement 

error and is more likely to be missing altogether relative to less sensitive information (Krieger et al., 

1997; Mueller & Parcel, 1981). Capturing income accurately can be difficult because it may fluctuate 

from one time period to another. Furthermore, in many families income may be derived from 

multiple sources, and this income may not be paid in the same reference period or to the same 

person. Despite these difficulties, and the measurement errors that may result, an advantage of 

using income as a indicator is that it is available in the Census as well as in many large-scale surveys. 

While it may be problematic to estimate precise figures from these data, they are sufficiently reliable 

for use in research such as this, where our primary concern is about identifying those with relatively 

low incomes. In particular, the SIH has been designed to collect comprehensive information on the 

incomes of household members. 

Personal income 

Women’s own incomes will fluctuate over the life course. This may happen in response to reducing 

employment participation; for example when not working or working part-time while caring for 

children, and then when moving out of the labour force later in life. As shown in Figure 4, the age-

related variation in income for women in NSW is most clear in relation to the lower incomes of 

younger and older women; findings that would of course also be apparent for men. There is some 

fluctuation through the childbearing and childrearing years apparent in these data, although to more 

accurately examine how women’s incomes change over this period in their life (and indeed, over 

their lifetime more generally), longitudinal data would be needed. 

In NSW, and the rest of Australia, the sources of women’s income will vary and government 

payments may contribute to their income, and that of their family, at certain life stages. This is 

illustrated in Figure 4, which presents gross weekly income averaged over all women in NSW over 

the 2009–10 financial year, by age, and shows that: 

 for NSW women aged 15–19 years, the average personal weekly income was quite modest at 

$138; 

 the average total income was $579 per week for those aged 20–24 years, increasing to $767 as 

more women completed their education and entered the workforce; 

 the average total income then remained high—fluctuating between $767 and $850—up until 

45–49 years of age; and 

 average total incomes declined from ages of 50–54 years onward, though levelling out to some 

extent for those aged 75 years and over. 

                                                      
10 Income support payments include Australian pensions (Age Pension, Parenting Payment, Disability Support Pension, 

Carer Payment, DVA Service Pension, War Widows Pension, DVA Disability Pension, Wife Pension, Special Benefit, 
Pension Supplement and the Seniors Supplement), allowances (Newstart, Youth Allowance, Partner Allowance, 
Sickness Allowance, Widow Allowance, Carer Allowance, Utilities Allowance and Austudy/Abstudy) and family 
payments (Family Tax Benefit, Baby Bonus and Child Support). 
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Figure 4 also shows the changing composition of income over the life course. While employee 

income predominates across all ages up to 55–59 years, income support payments are important 

during the main childbearing/rearing ages, and then is very significant at older ages. For example, at 

60–64 years, income support payments make up 18% of the incomes of NSW women, on average. 

This more than doubles to 44% for those aged 65–69 years and makes up more than half of the 

average incomes of women aged 70–74 years. Beyond the age of 75 years, income support 

payments make up at least three-quarters of average income. 

Figure 4 Average (gross) weekly personal income of women in NSW, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: Income support payments include Australian pensions, allowances and family payments. Employee income includes wages and 
salaries from all jobs, including overtime, salary sacrifice, bonuses, and severance, termination and redundancy payments. 
Investment income includes income from unincorporated businesses and other investments. Superannuation includes income from 
superannuation, annuities and private pensions. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

Income from superannuation also plays a more important role for the older age groups. At 55–59 

years, superannuation made up less than 4% of women’s average incomes. By 60–64 years, this 

increased to 15%, before reaching a quarter of total income at 65–69 years, on average. There was a 

decline in the contribution of superannuation income to women’s average income for older women 

(18% for 70–74 year old women and 11% for women aged 75 and over). This rise and fall in the 

contribution of superannuation to women’s incomes is likely to reflect the lower accumulation of 

superannuation balances of the older cohorts of women (those aged 75 and over in 2009–10), 

which would have resulted from them having spent fewer years in the labour force over their 

lifetime compared to somewhat younger women (those aged in their 60s in 2009–10). The role that 

interrupted labour force participation and part-time employment play in the modest accumulation 

of superannuation holdings and lower retirement incomes, especially among older women, is 

covered in more detail in Preston and Austen (2001). 

The above discussion is based on averages of income from various sources, across all NSW 

women. A key factor in explaining income patterns is that the proportion of women having 

different income sources varies by age. Individual women will not often have the entire mix of 

incomes at one time. Another way of examining this is by referring to the main source of income of 

women, as shown in Figure 5. The difference between this figure and Figure 4 is that the main 

source of income information contains no detail about the amount of income associated with 

different sources of income. Figure 5 shows that the source of income varies across ages for 
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women in NSW, and in particular, the reliance upon income support payments is increasingly 

prevalent from the ages of 65 years. 

Figure 5 Main source of personal income for women in NSW, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: Income support payments include Australian pensions, allowances and family payments. Employee income includes wages and 
salaries from all jobs, including overtime, salary sacrifice, bonuses, and severance, termination and redundancy payments. 
Investment income includes income from unincorporated businesses and other investments. Superannuation includes income from 
superannuation, annuities and private pensions. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

Another indicator of socio-economic status used in this report therefore is having income support 

payments as the main source of income. This is used in the 2009–10 SIH analysis; it is not available 

in the Census. 

Household income 

From these data, it is also relevant to note that personal incomes, in total, are significantly lower at 

certain life stages. Does this reflect a lower socio-economic status, or would different measures 

reveal another picture about socio-economic status at these times? In particular, an important 

question is whether a woman’s socio-economic status would be better represented by taking 

account of other income she has access to, which would include the income of her spouse if she 

was in a relationship. Thinking about young women who are still living in the parental home, would 

their own personal income capture their socio-economic status, or would their family or household 

income be a better indicator? (As noted earlier, individual and household measures of income may 

be inadequate in completely determining who is at risk of later experiencing disadvantage should 

there be a change in household relationships.) 

In early studies of socio-economic status, the earnings or income of the (male) household head was 

often used to determine the level of socio-economic status for the family. With women increasingly 

contributing to household income, it has become more important that their income be taken into 

account, and it is therefore now common to use a measure of family or household income to derive 

socio-economic status at this broader level. 
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Figure 6 presents the total (gross) weekly household income for NSW women measured over the 

2009–10 financial year. While the average individual income for women aged between 15 and 19 was 

just $138 (Figure 4), the average household income observed for these women was $2,545 per week, 

reflecting that many 15–19 year olds reside in the parental home. Household incomes were similarly 

high among those aged 20–24, at $2,530 per week. Total household income for 25–29 year olds fell 

to $2,134, reflecting the higher proportion of women at this age who have left their parents’ 

households and formed their own. Average total household income remained at between $2,100 

and $2,300 per week between the ages of 25 and 39 years before increasing to $2,242 at 40–44 

years. Average total household income reached its peak at 45–49 years, at $2,663 per week, and 

declined thereafter. 

Figure 6 Composition of average (gross) weekly household income of women in NSW, by age, 

2009–10 

 

Note: Income support payments include Australian pensions, allowances and family payments. Employee income includes wages and 
salaries from all jobs, including overtime, salary sacrifice, bonuses, and severance, termination and redundancy payments. 
Investment income includes income from unincorporated businesses and other investments. Superannuation includes income from 
superannuation, annuities and private pensions. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

A comparison of Figure 6 with Figure 4 indicates that the peak in average total household income 

was, for many women, the result of the employee incomes of someone else in their household. The 

peak in average household income, 83% of which is made up of employee income, that occurs 

when women are aged between 45 and 49 does not coincide with the peak in total personal income 

for women observed in Figure 4. For women, the peak in personal income, both in terms of total 

income and employee income, occurred when women were aged between 35 and 39. 

Note that the age differences observed here could in part reflect cohort differences, rather than just 

age effects. 

Figure 6 shows significantly lower household incomes among older women, just as was the case in 

considering the personal incomes of older women. 

In assessing socio-economic status from income, it is usual to derive a measure of “equivalised 

income”, which divides the household income by a factor calculated from information on 

household structure. This is done to take account of the fact that to attain a certain standard of 

living, different levels of income would be needed in households of different sizes and 

compositions (Whiteford, 1997). Equivalised income is therefore generally recognised as a better 

reflection of socio-economic status as experienced by individual family members than when 
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compared to an unadjusted measure of household income.11 Such adjustments do not take account 

of special circumstances of some families, that might mean their income needs are higher than 

others. For example, if they have a family member with a significant health problem or disability, or 

if they live in an area with especially high costs of living (McLachlan et al., 2013). 

Despite the common use of income to assess socio-economic status (or financial wellbeing or 

disadvantage), the key criticism is that individuals may have access to resources that are not 

captured by income alone (see McLachlan et al., 2013). In particular, this applies to older women 

(and men), who are likely to have low incomes, but who may have significant savings and 

investment in housing or other assets that allow them to sustain their standard of living. (We 

discuss wealth and housing in the next subsection.) Headey et al. (2009), in fact, presented estimates 

of poverty using an equivalised household income, but also took account of household 

consumption and the value of their assets. This produced quite different estimates of poverty 

among those at older ages than estimates based only on income. 

Figure 7 shows average equivalised weekly household income of NSW women, along with the 

average unequivalised household income shown in Figure 6 and personal income shown in Figure 

4, by age. While there is a very marked difference in unequivalised household income by age, the 

differences for equivalised income are less dramatic. This reflects that when household income is at 

its highest, this income often supports a greater number of people—specifically children. At older 

ages, when household income is lower, households typically contain an elderly couple or a lone 

person and so these lower household incomes need only support fewer people. Nevertheless, the 

average equivalised household income is lower for older, relative to younger, women. 

Measures such as equivalised income implicitly assume everyone in the household has the same 

experience of socio-economic status. In reality, there is likely to be some unevenness in the 

distribution of consumption of that income across household members (see discussion and 

analyses by Hanson & Chen, 2007). 

 

                                                      
11 The specific equivalence scale used in this report is the OECD-modified scale, or “new” OECD scale. One adult in 

the household receives a weight of 1, with each additional adult attracting a weight of 0.5. Each child receives a 
weight of 0.3. This equivalence scale was developed by Hagenaars, De Vos, and Zaidi (1994). 
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Figure 7 Mean weekly personal income and unequivalised and equivalised household income of 

women in NSW, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: Personal income is defined as in Figure 4 and household income as in Figure 6. See footnote 11 for information about calculating 
equivalised household income. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

Income as a measure of socio-economic status 

Income is the key measure used in the research on poverty, which sets out to identify and explore 

those who are most financially disadvantaged (e.g., McLachlan et al., 2013; Saunders, 2011; 

Saunders & Bradbury, 2006; Scutella, Kostenko, & Wilkins, 2009). One approach, for example, is to 

use 50% of median equivalised household income as a threshold of poverty (McLachlan et al., 

2013).12 Gender and life course issues come into such research, inasmuch as they are usually 

considered when exploring which population groups are most at risk of being in poverty. 

In this report, income has been used as a measure of socio-economic status, focusing on both the 

personal incomes of women as well as the equivalised household incomes of the households in 

which they reside. While we do not attempt to identify women or households that experience 

relative poverty (since the focus of this paper is not on the measurement of poverty), a relative 

measure of income is used in each case, by comparing the incomes of NSW women and those of 

their households to the incomes of all people or households in Australia. Our primary interest is 

those women who have relatively low personal incomes or relatively low equivalised household 

incomes—defined here as those in the lowest quintile (20%). The percentages of NSW women 

with incomes in this quintile are shown in Figure 8 for each age group. Consistent with the averages 

shown in previous figures, being in the lowest income quintile is much more likely at older ages 

when based on equivalised household income, but when based on personal income is most likely 

for the youngest women. 

                                                      
12 Another approach is to also incorporate information on expenditure (Saunders, Bradbury, & Hill, 2008; Travers & 

Richardson, 1993). 
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Figure 8 Percentage of women in NSW in the bottom quintile of personal and equivalised 

household income across Australia, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: The bottom quintile of personal income for all Australians was $240 per week or less and of equivalised household income for all 
Australian households was $390 per week or less. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

An important point needs to be made about this use of the bottom quintile to identify lower socio-

economic status women. The range of incomes represented by this bottom quintile (in 2009–10) 

was up to $240 per week. At this time in Australia, the basic rate of payment of Newstart allowance 

for a single unemployed person with no dependants was $228 per week, and for a single person on 

the basic rate of the Age Pension was $308 per week.13 As such, whether or not income support 

payment recipients are counted as lower socio-economic status will depend on which payment they 

receive, and also whether they receive more than the basic rate of payment. Many are likely to have 

incomes over the threshold, when other allowances or possibly some income from paid work is 

taken into account. 

This is apparent if we explore the main source of income of women whose personal income is in 

the lowest quintile or in a higher range. This is shown in Table 1, using 2009–10 data, for women in 

different broad age groups (which are described later in this report).14 Very few older women 

whose incomes mainly come from government payments are counted as having low incomes, while 

younger women who are mainly reliant on government payments are more likely to be counted as 

such, consistent with the rates of payment for unemployed people and aged pensioners, described 

above. This says more about the measurement approach taken than it does about the adequacy of 

income support payments. We return to note the important role of income support payments, and 

their adequacy, in respect to women’s socio-economic status in Section 6. 

Any analyses that define women (or others) as low socio-economic status based on a relative 

measure of income such as this is likely to be sensitive to the actual rates of payment (McLachlan et 

al., 2013). These rates, of course, are not consistent, and changes to eligibility criteria or to rates of 

                                                      
13 For other payment rates and additional allowances relevant to the 2009–10 period, refer to the Department of 

Human Services (DHS) (2010) guide to payments. 

14 Briefly, young women are those aged 15–24 years; mid-age women are aged 25–54 years; retirement-age women are 
aged 55–74 years; and older women are aged 75 years and over. 
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payment can have consequences for the likely classification of women at different ages as low 

socio-economic status. 

Table 1: Associations between main source of income and low personal income for women in 

NSW, at each life stage 

Main source 
of income Personal income 

Young 
women (%) 

Mid-age 
women (%) 

Retirement-age 
women (%) 

Older 
women (%) 

All women 
(%) 

% 

Government 
payments 

Low income (lowest quintile) 54.1 29.8 22.3 5.5 24.1 

Not low income (other quintiles) 45.9 70.2 77.7 94.5 75.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Other 
income 

Low income (lowest quintile) 46.9 16.8 23.1 16.7 23.7 

Not low income (other quintiles) 53.1 83.2 76.9 83.3 76.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
Note: Excludes those with negative or nil incomes who are all classified as low income. “Other income” includes wages and salaries, 

business income or other income. 
Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

When using Census information, instead of using quintiles, women are classified as having lower 

incomes if their personal income falls in or below a certain range. A cut-off of up to $299 per week 

has been used, which places approximately 33% of NSW women in the low-income range. An 

alternative cut-off of $199 was also explored, as 20% of NSW women have incomes of up to $199 

per week, thus approximating the quintiles used in the SIH data. However, as shown in Figure 9, 

choosing $199 as the cut-off for the classification of women as lower socio-economic status means 

that a large proportion of younger women but far fewer older women have these lower incomes. 

This result is largely driven by the high percentage of young women with nil (or negative) income, 

and is consistent with the SIH findings shown in Figure 8.15 As we wished to create a category that 

allowed for lower income women of other ages to also be detected, the broader range of incomes 

was selected. 

In addition, at June 2011 in Australia, the basic rate of payment of Newstart allowance for a single 

person with no dependants was $237 per week, and for a single person on the Age Pension was 

$335 per week.16 This means that women who were reliant on income support payments as their 

main (or sole) source of income would not have been classified as low income if the range had been 

restricted to up to $199. By including those with incomes up to $299 per week we will include 

some, although not all, women who are reliant on income support payments. In all analyses of 

income presented in this report, this needs to be taken into account. 

The distribution of equivalised household income is seen (from the Census data) in Figure 10. We 

have used an equivalised household income of up to $399 as indicating a low socio-economic 

status, and this is relatively more likely among the older, rather than younger, women. Had a lower 

cut-off been used, the older women would have not had a higher likelihood of being classified as 

lower socio-economic status.17 

 

                                                      
15 We also explored whether separate analyses of those with nil or negative income was worthwhile, but when compared 

on a range of demographic variables, within broad age groups, these women did not appear to be especially different 
from those reporting incomes in the lowest two income brackets. 

16 For other payment rates and allowances see the DHS (2011) guide to payments. 

17 See Appendix A for a description of equivalised household income in the Census. These data are not as precise as 
those estimated from the SIH, given that they are derived from individual incomes that were collected in income 
ranges. 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 23 

Figure 9 Personal incomes and cut-off points for lower socio-economic status over the life 

course, women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Excludes those with not stated incomes. Weekly incomes are shown. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

Figure 10 Equivalised household incomes and cut-off points for lower socio-economic status 

over the life course, women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Excludes those with not stated incomes. Weekly incomes are shown. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
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3.6 Wealth and housing 

Wealth is another indicator of socio-economic status, which is more often used for older adults 

when other measures of income may be less likely to reflect the standard of living experienced over 

a lifetime (see Krieger et al., 1997). Of course, for many women, wealth and housing will reflect the 

consequences of incomes earned and saved or invested over preceding years, either as an individual 

or as a member of a household. For some women, their level of wealth may have been affected by 

some life event, such as a relationship separation or widowhood. We return to highlight policy 

issues in this area in Section 6. 

Wealth provides some indication of the resources available to an individual or a family should there 

be a change in income or an immediate financial need for other reasons. However, from a 

conceptual perspective, more wealth does not always translate to a better standard of living. Some 

assets, for instance the principal residence, may not easily be converted into income when the 

owner(s) of a residence are unwilling or unable to sell those assets. 

Like income, wealth is difficult to measure, and capturing this information involves challenges 

similar to those described previously in the measurement of income. An additional complication in 

the measurement of wealth is that respondents may have difficulty accurately estimating the value 

of an asset, especially an asset such as housing that may have to be liquidated in a volatile market, 

or an asset that has been held for a long period of time. As with income, this is an equally sensitive 

and complex topic to enquire about, which in itself may lead to data being missing or inaccurate. 

Here, we make use of wealth data collected in the SIH, in which particular attention is given by the 

ABS to the collection of accurate information. 

Personal and household wealth 

As with income, one issue is whether wealth should be measured at the individual or the household 

level for the purposes of analysing women’s socio-economic status. Conceptually, this is 

complicated by the fact that many women who have partners will have shared assets (the principal 

residence being the most common example), in which case an individual measure of wealth does 

not necessarily make sense. 

In this section, we explore two different measures of wealth, using the SIH. One is personal or 

individual wealth and the other is household wealth. Personal wealth is defined to include only 

superannuation balances and other personal wealth, such as the value of shares and bank 

balances.18 Importantly, personal wealth does not include the value of commercial or residential 

property. Household wealth comprises the sum of the personal wealth of the individuals in the 

household as well as household assets, including the place of residence and other property, if 

applicable. 

In thinking about wealth it is also relevant to think about debt. Some assets may be purchased by 

taking out loans from financial institutions, with the most common being a mortgage taken out to 

purchase the family home. In the presentation of wealth, here the value of household wealth takes 

account of any mortgages on properties by deducting the amount owed from the estimated value of 

these properties. Other debts, however, have not been taken into account in these analyses. 

Looking first at individual wealth, Figure 11 presents the average personal wealth of women in 

NSW for 2009–10. The data show the following: 

                                                      
18 Superannuation balances include accounts with government and non-government superannuation funds. Other 

personal wealth includes the individual’s holdings of shares in listed companies, shares in their own incorporated or 
unincorporated businesses net of the liabilities of the business, private and public unit trusts, bonds and debentures, 
accounts held with financial institutions and other miscellaneous wealth. 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 25 

 Not surprisingly, the women aged 15–19 years had relatively modest personal assets, valued at 

an average of $2,190. 

 Personal wealth increased rapidly between 20–24 and 45–49 years, from $9,006 to $97,495 (an 

eleven-fold increase). Personal wealth was slightly below this for those aged 50–54 years, at an 

average of $92,755. 

 The average value of personal wealth then increased significantly for women aged between 55 

and 74 years. At 55 to 59 years, personal wealth averaged $146,835. It reached a peak of just 

under $200,000 at 60–64 years. 

 At 75–79 years, average wealth fell to $57,069, after which there appeared to be a modest 

increase to $85,229 for those aged 80 years and over.19 

For women in NSW in 2009–10, superannuation accounted for over 50% of women’s personal 

wealth, on average, over most of the life course. The contribution of superannuation to average 

total personal wealth peaked at 69% at age 60–64 years. The contribution of superannuation to the 

total personal wealth of women was comparatively modest for those aged 75 and over. The 

importance of superannuation cannot be understated, and is one of the policy areas of particular 

relevance to women. 

Figure 11 Composition of average personal wealth of women in NSW, by age, 2009–10 

 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

As noted above, personal wealth does not include women’s partial or full ownership of assets such 

as housing. It is important, therefore, to consider wealth from this broader perspective. Figure 12 

presents the composition of average household wealth for women in NSW, from the 2009–10 SIH. 

As was the case for income, average household wealth is very different to average personal wealth 

among young women, reflecting the fact that many young women are still living in their parents’ 

household. While personal wealth was quite modest between the ages of 15 and 29 years, average 

total household wealth for these age groups was considerably larger, at $767,079 for those aged 15–

                                                      
19 Increases in personal wealth between 75–79 years and 80 years and over is likely to be the result of older women 

inheriting personal wealth assets after the death of their spouse. Increases in household wealth across these ages 
appears to be related to changes in household composition that occur among surviving women who remain in private 
dwellings. Women aged 80 years and over are somewhat more likely to be living with other family members, such as 
their adult children, who are in their peak years of asset accumulation. 
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19 years and $522,876 for those aged 20–24 years. Once again, a decline in total household wealth 

is observed over these age groups as women increasingly established their own households. 

Women’s average total household wealth reached a peak of about $1.1 million at 60–64 years. For 

this age group, household superannuation and equity in the primary residence made up 24% and 

46% respectively of household wealth. This coincided with a peak in household superannuation of 

$275,027. Housing equity peaked a little later in life, at 65–69 years (with an average of $545,763). 

Figure 12 Composition of average household wealth of women in NSW, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: Superannuation and other household wealth are summed over all household members. Home equity refers to the responding 
household member’s estimation of the sale price of the household’s principal residence less the principal on any mortgage on the 
property. Other property refers to equity in other residential and non-residential property (i.e. estimated values less the principal on 
loans secured against the property). Remaining household wealth is calculated from total net wealth reported by the ABS less the 
aforementioned components of household wealth. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

While personal and household incomes declined significantly among older women, Figures 11 and 

12 indicate very different trends in wealth, by age, with wealth remaining high up until the oldest 

ages, on average. This is relevant to the socio-economic status of older women, who would be 

more likely to be living on the proceeds of accumulated wealth than would younger women. 

Wealth as a measure of socio-economic status 

NSW women have also been defined here as being lower socio-economic status if their wealth, 

measured at the personal and household level, is in the bottom quintile (20%) of the wealth 

distribution, when compared to all individuals (male and female) and all households in Australia. 

Figure 13 shows the percentage of women in NSW with relatively low wealth, by age. Not 

surprisingly, while a very high proportion of young women have low personal wealth, they do not 

necessarily live in households with relatively low wealth for the reason that many are living with 

their parents. Those most likely to have lower household wealth are women aged between 20 and 

29 years, which no doubt reflects young people forming their own households at the early stages of 

wealth creation. 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 27 

Figure 13 Percentage of women in NSW in the bottom quintile of personal and household wealth 

within Australia, by age, 2009–10 

 

Note: The 20th percentile of personal wealth was $1,379, and for household wealth was $87,000.  

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

Housing tenure 

Housing tenure is another way of capturing socio-economic status insofar as it provides some 

indication of individuals’ access to, or lack of access to, financial resources.20 This information may 

be particularly valuable in identifying lower socio-economic status women among those whose 

income does not provide a good representation of socio-economic status. In particular, housing 

tenure can be a useful indicator for older women (and men), among whom lack of home ownership 

and having precarious housing situations are indicators of poorer financial wellbeing (Bradbury & 

Gubhaju, 2010; Darab & Hartman, 2012; Grundy & Holt, 2001). Housing tenure (in particular, 

growing up in public housing), has also been explored in the context of children’s experiences of 

poverty and later life outcomes (Considine & Zappalà, 2002; Hobcraft & Sigle-Rushton, 2012). A 

focus on the provision of affordable and high quality housing is of course an important focus of 

government policy that applies to women across the life course. See Section 6 and the Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW; 2013) report on housing assistance. 

The value of considering housing tenure in the context of socio-economic status was evident in 

recent empirical work by Bradbury and Gubhaju (2010), who found older single women were more 

likely to have a lower standard of living compared to partnered women after taking into account 

their housing costs. Kimberley and Simons (2009) from the Brotherhood of St Laurence also noted 

the greater risk of disadvantage associated with private rental housing tenure, especially among 

older women: 

The data collected in this report tell us that, in Australia in 2009, excluding the 

Indigenous population, one of the most disadvantaged demographic profiles for a 

                                                      
20 In using housing information to assess socio-economic status, more detailed measures of housing amenities (e.g., 

access to certain appliances, number of bedrooms) may be explored (Openshaw, 1983), or even the condition or 
quality of housing (e.g., dampness, security, overcrowding). These details are not explored in this research. See also 
Bowling (2004). 
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person to have is to be old, single, poor, female and in private rental accommodation. 

While there are considerable numbers of men … who are old, single and poor, 

women’s predominance in this demographic is boosted by their having shouldered the 

bulk of unpaid family and community caring responsibilities which reduced their 

earning capacity or even precluded their participation in further education or the 

workforce. And, of course, women tend to live longer; so whatever resources they 

have accumulated also need to last for longer. (p. 47) 

Figure 14 presents the housing tenure of NSW women by age, as reported in the 2011 Census. 

Across all ages, a very small percentage of women in NSW lived in public housing, fluctuating 

between 2% of women aged 30–34 years and 6% of women aged 75–79 years. It is these women 

whom we would consider to be most likely to be experiencing some socio-economic disadvantage, 

given that eligibility for public housing precludes all but the disadvantaged. 

Just under 70% of 15–19-year-old NSW women lived in owner-occupied households (with or 

without a mortgage) and 24% lived in housing rented in the private rental market. At 20–24 years, 

53% lived in owner-occupied households and 39% in private rental housing. Differences between 

these age groups reflects a greater proportion of 20–24 year olds leaving the family home to form 

their own households. There was similarly a lower percentage living in owner-occupied housing 

among 25–29 year old women, compared to younger women. 

From ages 30–34 years up until around the age of 70 years, home ownership rates increased, with 

older age being increasingly associated with living in households that are owned outright. The 

percentage living in privately rented housing declined with age, as did the percentage owning a 

house with a mortgage. 

A small percentage of young women lived in non-private dwellings (1–2% of women aged 15–34 

years). Largely this is associated with residence in student accommodation. Similar percentages of 

NSW women aged 60–74 years lived in non-private dwellings. Beyond these ages, the percentage 

increased to 5% of NSW women aged 75–79 years, 11% aged 80–84 years and 33% aged 85 years 

or over. These older women in non-private dwellings were largely in nursing homes or in 

accommodation for the retired or aged. 

From age 70–74 years, housing tenure changes can be attributed to the increased percentage of 

women living in non-private dwellings rather than private dwellings (described above). If we were 

to examine the housing tenure of only those women living in private dwellings, at ages 70 years and 

over, the distribution by housing tenure is actually quite stable: at least 80% of women in private 

dwellings in each of the age groups over 70 years were living in owner-occupied homes. 
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Figure 14 Housing tenure of women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Includes those residing in their own home on Census night, in private occupied dwellings or non-private dwellings. Renting—private 
landlord includes landlords classified as “other” in the Census. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

We focus in our analyses on women who are living in rented accommodation, in public housing or 

as private tenants to indicate lower socio-economic status. Within private rental housing, we further 

look at a group most likely to be disadvantaged—those receiving Commonwealth Rental Assistance 

(CRA) or, more accurately, those living in households in which CRA is provided to the household. 

The eligibility criteria for both public housing and CRA privately rented housing mean that only the 

financially disadvantaged have this form of housing tenure and therefore only women with a lower 

socio-economic status were included when indicators are based on these categories of housing 

tenure. For detailed information about and analysis of housing assistance in Australia, refer to 

AIHW (2013), and for some analyses for NSW, refer to Women NSW (2013). Analyses of those in 

public housing is limited for the SIH because of the small sample sizes in this group. 

Figure 15 presents the percentage of NSW women in households renting privately and the 

percentage of households that receive CRA (a subset of private renters), by age. Private rental is 

quite prevalent among women in the younger age groups, increasing to a peak of 53% of women 

aged 25–29 years in 2009–10. Rates of private rental remained in excess of 30% for women aged 

30–45 years, declining to around 10% or fewer at older ages. 

The subset of women who were living in privately rented households in receipt of CRA fluctuated 

at around 2–14% of women across all ages, with somewhat more being in receipt of CRA at 

younger ages. As a percentage of all private renters, however, the proportion in receipt of CRA was 

much higher at older ages, suggesting that private renters at older ages are in more financial 

hardship than private renters at younger ages. 
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Figure 15 Percentage of NSW women in households renting privately and receiving 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance, by age, 2009–10 

 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

A limitation of housing tenure information, as used here, is that tenure is a household variable, and 

living in a home that is owned outright, for example, does not mean that all occupants share 

equally, if at all, in the ownership of that home. This applies particularly to young people living in 

their parent’s home, or even to older people, who may have moved into the residence of one of 

their children. Similarly, some people who are renting their home of residence may own a property 

elsewhere. 

Homelessness 

Of course, at one extreme end, homelessness is clearly an indicator of poorer socio-economic 

status, but we do not cover homeless women in the analyses in this report given that they are not 

represented in the datasets that we draw upon. The most widely accepted definition of 

homelessness among social researchers in Australia is that of the cultural definition of homelessness 

proposed by Chamberlain and Mackenzie (1992). This definition is a broader concept of housing 

insecurity and captures more than just those who are literally without a residence (primary 

homelessness), to also consider as homeless those whose accommodation is below a culturally 

accepted minimum standard of a small self-contained flat. It also includes those who move 

frequently from one form of temporary shelter to another and those temporarily residing with 

other households because they have no accommodation of their own.21 It is estimated that as many 

                                                      
21 Those people living in these circumstances are described as experiencing secondary homelessness and include those 

staying in emergency or transitional accommodation provided under the Supported Accommodation Assistance 
Program (SAAP) and those staying in boarding houses on a short-term basis. Tertiary homelessness refers to people 
who live in boarding houses on a medium- to long-term basis of 13 weeks or longer. 
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as 11,409 women in NSW were homeless on Census night 2011, enumerated using the cultural 

definition described above (ABS, 2012a).22 

3.7 Area-based measures of socio-economic status 

In some research, socio-economic status is not defined based on individual or family/household 

characteristics, but on characteristics of the local area or region. These data may be taken from the 

Census or administrative data sources to indicate some relative or absolute measure of advantage or 

disadvantage within a region. Within Australian research, the most commonly used regional 

indicators are the Socio-Economic Indexes for Australia (SEIFA), developed by the ABS (Trewin, 

2004). An advantage of such measures is that they are readily available and can be easily matched 

onto a wide range of data sources, including administrative as well as survey data. Measures of area-

level disadvantage are particularly useful for policy-makers, as they allow identification of areas in 

which to focus placed-based interventions (see Section 6). 

One reason that local area or regional measures of socio-economic status can be important and add 

value to individual and household measures is that they can provide an indication of someone’s 

likely exposure to disadvantage in their area. This may have implications for the quality of housing, 

services and educational and employment opportunities for those living in their area (Hand, Gray, 

Higgins, Lohoar, & Deblaquiere, 2011), aside from their own characteristics and those of their 

households. 

Area-level measures of socio-economic status do not, however, always provide an accurate picture 

of individuals living within an area (Ben-Shlomo & Smith, 1999; Grundy & Holt, 2001; Hyndman 

et al., 1995; Krieger et al., 1997). These indices are based on the average level of disadvantage within 

a defined area, which may not represent the socio-economic status of particular households or 

those who reside in particular parts of that area. Problems can arise where indices are reported for 

areas that contain pockets of disadvantaged interspersed with areas of relative advantage (Ainley & 

Long, 1995; Power & Robertson, 1987; Power, Robertson, & Beswick, 1985). An extension of this 

problem is the “modifiable areal unit problem”, which essentially refers to the issue that the 

enumeration of disadvantage may be sensitive to the size of the geographic unit chosen for the 

calculation of the indices (Openshaw, 1983) 

The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage (IRSD) is one of the commonly used SEIFA 

indices. The index classifies each Local Government Area (LGA) according to its relative place on 

the distribution of area-level disadvantage, and this can be used to classify LGAs into quintiles of 

area-level disadvantage. Figure 16 presents the percentage of women in NSW who reside in LGAs 

in each quintile of the IRSD distribution, according to the 2011 Census.23 

The IRSD is based largely upon information about individual and household incomes, occupations 

and educational attainment within a particular area. We are examining a number of these variables 

separately in this report, and have discussed the fact that their usefulness in detecting lower socio-

economic status women varies, in particular by age of women. One of the problems with using the 

IRSD to interpret socio-economic status is that if an area contains a disproportionate number of 

older people, this may push the index downward as a result of their lower levels of involvement in 

paid work, lower incomes and lower levels of educational attainment, irrespective of their standard 

                                                      
22 The ABS estimate was formed using Census data in addition to SAAP administrative data and the National Census of 

Homeless School Students. The Journeys Home study conducted by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic 
and Social Research (2013) can also be used to estimate homelessness. See 
<www.melbourneinstitute.com/journeys_home/research/whatisjourneyshomeabout.html>. 

23 Information about the IRSD decile (10%) for each Local Government Area (LGA) in NSW was obtained from the 
ABS (2013a). This information was used to classify women living in each of the LGAs in NSW according to their 
place of enumeration in the 2011 Census. The IRSD index is derived for 2011 LGAs. 
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of living. See also Grundy and Holt (2001) and Dutton et al. (2005) for further discussion about 

area-based measures of socio-economic status. 

Given the difficulties in using area-based measures of socio-economic status, they will not be used 

in this report to identify low socio-economic status women. We explore this area-level index in 

Section 5 to examine the characteristics of lower socio-economic status women. 

Figure 16 Area-level classifications of disadvantage for women in NSW, IRSD, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Each of the LGAs in NSW was assigned to an IRSD quintile, based on the distribution of this index in NSW (ABS, 2013a). Using the 
ABS TableBuilder, women living in each of the LGAs in NSW were then assigned to a quintile according to their place of enumeration 
in the 2011 Census. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

3.8 Social exclusion, capability and deprivation 

The measures of socio-economic status that we explore in more detail in this report are those based 

on education, income, wealth and housing, as described above. Related to the concepts of socio-

economic status are those of social exclusion, capability and deprivation. We have not classified 

women’s socio-economic status according to these concepts in this report, nor have we provided a 

comprehensive review of these concepts, for reasons discussed below. For more information, see, 

for example, Saunders (2011) and McLachlan et al. (2013). 

The term “social exclusion” was originally used to describe the condition of certain groups in 

France who were on the margins of society. Initially, it was those excluded from the social 

insurance system and the long-term unemployed who were deemed to be at risk of social exclusion 

(Burchardt, Le Grand, & Piachaud, 2002; Hayes, Gray, & Edwards, 2008). Later, this concept 

would broaden to encompass a multi-dimensional perspective of disadvantage, including more 

traditional concepts such as income and financial poverty and material deprivation, in addition to 

participation and social connection (McLachlan et al., 2013). In contrast to the measures of socio-

economic status chosen for this report, there is no generally accepted definition of social exclusion. 

Noting the opaqueness of this concept, Atkinson (1998) wrote that “social exclusion is a term that 

has come to be widely used, but whose exact meaning is not always clear. Indeed it seems to have 

gained currency in part because it has no precise definition and means all things to all people” (p. 13, 
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emphasis in original). In the absence of a generally accepted definition of social exclusion, nor a 

consensus on how to measure such a broad concept, this report will focus on more widely 

understood measures of socio-economic status. 

Another social construct related to socio-economic status is that of capability, proposed by Sen 

(1985). This concept of capability was defined as: 

A person’s advantage is judged by his capabilities, viz., what he can or cannot do, can 

or cannot be … Poverty, in this view, is not ultimately a matter of incomes at all; it is 

one of a failure to achieve certain minimum capabilities. (p. 670, emphasis in original) 

Capabilities of the sort proposed by Sen (1985) share the same difficulties of measurement as those 

encountered for social inclusion, requiring an extremely large amount of information on the 

opportunities available to individuals in addition to their preferences for availing themselves of 

those opportunities. Sadly, survey datasets are rarely, if ever, so rich. 

The final concept related to socio-economic status—one often purported to be a consequence of 

low socio-economic status—is that of deprivation. Townsend (1979) defined deprivation as 

occurring when households miss out on items to which society considers everyone should have 

access in order to achieve an acceptable standard of living. Measures of deprivation generally 

involve asking households which of a list of necessities an individual, or someone in their 

household, has had to go without. One of the advantages of measures of deprivation is that they 

are tangible and easily understood (Saunders, 2008). When someone reports that they have had to 

go without a meal for a lack of money, it is clear that this person, or household, has had an 

experience of deprivation.  

While we do not derive indicators of socio-economic status based on social capital, capability or 

deprivation, in Section 4 we make use of some related measures of financial hardship and housing 

stress, to explore how such measures are related to the various indicators of socio economic status 

over the life course.  

3.9 General issues regarding indicators of socio-economic status 

In this section, we have discussed a number of possible ways of identifying women with lower 

socio-economic status. Ideally, in undertaking research on socio-economic status, a measure would 

be chosen that is most appropriate for the particular research question. However, as is the case for 

this report, there are times when no one measure can be identified, and it is therefore appropriate 

to incorporate a range of measures. In this way, we can take account of the fact that socio-

economic status is actually a complex concept, and can acknowledge that different indicators each 

capture something different about socio-economic status (see also discussion in Dutton et al., 2005, 

and Saunders, 2012). 

In some contexts, a composite measure of socio-economic status is derived from these underlying 

measures (e.g., education, employment, wealth, income). Composite measures or indexes such as 

these can be especially useful when a summary measure of socio-economic status is needed to 

describe the effects of socio-economic status on particular outcomes, when the actual cause or 

meaning of socio-economic status is not the primary interest. The Socio-Economic Index For 

Individuals is an example of such a composite measure (ABS, 2007). Given that the measurement 

of socio-economic status is in itself a key focus of this report, we have not considered such 

composite measures. 

3.10 Summary 

In this section, we have described some of the issues that need to be considered in the 

measurement of the socio-economic status of women over the life course. Each of the measures 

considered offers a different perspective on socio-economic status. In the next section of this 

report, we explore the different indicators of low socio-economic status that have been described 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 34 

above. By analysing how these indicators overlap, and how they correspond with lived experiences 

of financial hardship, we can examine how they can inform on the socio-economic status of 

women at different life stages. These analyses help us to decide upon the measures that are most 

useful at specific life stages. 
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4 Socio-economic status, women and the life course 

Key messages 

 Four life stages are considered here: young women (aged 15–24); mid-age women (aged 25–54); retirement-age 
women (aged 55–74); and older women (aged 75 and over). Grouping women according to these life stages 
allows us to evaluate the usefulness of different measures of socio-economic status across the life course. Being 
based only on age, each life stage group will include women with a diverse set of family or household 
circumstances, as well as life experiences. 

 Exploring socio-economic status in the context of women’s relationships is important, as different indicators of 
socio-economic status will classify different women as being of low socio-economic status depending on what 
their relationship in the household is. 

 Within each life stage, a very different proportion of women is identified as being of lower socio-economic status, 
depending on which measure is used. Also, the proportion for specific measures varies by life stage, reflecting 
changes in the nature of the educational system across birth cohorts of women, the changes in personal and 
household incomes over the life cycle, and for many, that wealth accumulates over the life course. 

 Some measures of socio-economic status capture a very small percentage of the population (such as being in 
public housing). Some measures, within certain life stages, capture a large proportion of the population (e.g., low 
education among retirement-age and older women, low personal wealth and personal income among young 
women, low household income among older women). The more the measures capture a high proportion of the 
population, the less likely they are to be useful as identifying those with lower socio-economic status. 

 The measures of socio-economic status examined in this report are to some extent related, but the 
correspondence between some of them is quite weak, suggesting different measures might be useful in 
identifying different groups of women with lower socio-economic status. 

 Measures of socio-economic status based on personal income or wealth yield very different results from those 
based on household income or wealth. Low socio-economic status as defined using household measures is 
more likely to include lone parents or lone women, while when defined using individual measures more often 
includes students, partnered women, and older women living with other family members. Those identified as 
being of lower socio-economic status on individual measures often are not also counted as lower socio-economic 
status according to their household circumstances. 

 Educational attainment is weakly (if at all) associated with financial wellbeing for young women, retirement-age 
and older women, suggesting it is only a useful indicator of lower socio-economic status for mid-age women. 

 Similarly, women’s personal income (in quintiles) was not related to financial wellbeing in a way that would 
suggest lower incomes necessarily equate with more disadvantage. This likely reflects that many women with 
lower personal income will be in households with higher incomes or wealth. It also may reflect that some of those 
typically thought of as being of lower income—those reliant on income support payments—are actually not 
classified as having lower personal income in these analyses. 

 Measures of equivalised household income and personal and household wealth appear to offer more potential 
for identifying lower socio-economic status women, as they appear to be related to women’s experiences of 
financial stress and hardship. 

 Being identified as a CRA recipient or a public housing tenant are likely to be useful indicators of lower socio-
economic status at all life stages. Public housing tenancy could not be examined in detail in this section, given it 
only represents a small proportion of the population. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This section explores the measures described in the previous section in the context of 

understanding the socio-economic status of women over the life course, again with a focus on 

women in NSW. 

A first step is to define some categories of “life stage” that can be used to differentiate women over 

the entire age range, given their vastly different experiences on each of the possible measures of 

socio-economic status. The first subsection, below, describes the groups used in the remainder of 

the report. Then, using those groups, we provide a summary of the different measures of socio-

economic status, and then, for each life stage group, consider to what extent different measures of 
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socio-economic status are related to experiences of financial stress or hardship. These analyses are 

used to recommend the value of particular indicators of socio-economic status at different life 

stages. 

4.2 Life stages 

The figures presented in the previous section clearly illustrate that there are marked differences in 

most of the measures of socio-economic status among women of different ages. For this reason, 

certain indicators of socio-economic status may be more relevant for some ages than for others. To 

examine this, and to explore the socio-economic disparities within those groups, it is necessary to 

create some broader categories of age than were used in the previous section. 

We have focused on women’s age as a broad indicator of their life stage. Alternative classifications 

of life stage are possible, but would be complicated, given the focus on all women from youth to 

old age, and the diversity of pathways that women can take over the life course. Basing the analyses 

on broad age groups necessarily involves a certain amount of abstraction from the diverse 

experiences of individual women. 

Of course, the reality is that individual women transition through life stages, and to understand 

individuals’ experiences of socio-economic status, the best analytical approach would be one that 

considered women’s accumulated life experiences, as well as existing circumstances. Such an 

analysis, however, would need to be more targeted on specific research questions and life stages, 

and so cannot be incorporated in this more broadly focused report. Instead, we again consider 

socio-economic status, as measured at particular life stages using cross-sectional analyses. 

To help set the scene for the different life stages used throughout the rest of this report, Figure 17 

shows relationships in the households of women in NSW, by age.24 The number rather than 

percentage of women in the population has been presented, to highlight the age structure of the 

population. 

                                                      
24 Lone parents include those with and without dependent children. Couples without dependent children includes 

couples with non-dependent children as well as those without children. 
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Figure 17 Relationships in the households of women in NSW, by age, 2011 

 

Note: Includes women living in non-private dwellings. 

Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

Chronologically, the first obvious life stages are childhood and youth. These periods are marked by 

cognitive and social development, much of which is spent in formal education. However, given that 

the focus of this research is on women, rather than children, we have not retained childhood as a 

life stage to consider. That is not to dismiss this life stage as unimportant, as early life circumstances 

have been shown to be relevant in explaining differences in later life outcomes in various fields of 

research (see McLachlan et al., 2013). 

The first life stage we focus on is “young women” in which we include women aged 15 to 24 years. 

This period is one of significant change, being a time when many young women leave education, 

leave the parental home, and begin to form their own households (Evans & Baxter, 2013). Some of 

these changes are evident in women changing from being a “non-dependent child” or “dependent 

student” to one of the other categories. Table 2 indicates that around two-thirds of young women 

were still living in the parental home as dependent students or non-dependent children. The 

remainder had a diverse set of living arrangements. 

We saw in Figure 1 that there is a marked increase in educational attainment between the ages of 

15–19 years and 20–24 years, which is hardly surprising since many women in the younger age 

group would be in secondary school. Many women aged 20–24 years were in the process of 

completing a tertiary education and so it was not until they reached the age of 25–29 years that the 

composition of highest qualification attained began to stabilise. A similar pattern for participation 

in the labour force was observed in Figure 3. The employment participation rate was relatively low 

at 15–19 years and climbed significantly between this age group and 20–24 years. 
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Table 2: Relationships in the households of women in NSW, by life stage, 2011 

Relationship in household 
Young women 

(%) 
Mid-age 

women (%) 
Retirement-age 

women (%) 
Older 

women (%) All women (%) 

Dependent student 42.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.4 

Non-dependent child 23.1 5.1 0.9 0.0 6.3 

Couple without dependent children 8.6 22.4 60.4 28.5 30.0 

Couple with dependent children 3.6 45.8 3.8 0.1 24.9 

Lone parent 2.8 12.4 6.9 8.0 9.2 

Other family member 6.4 2.6 4.2 7.6 4.0 

Group household member 7.1 3.5 2.2 1.1 3.5 

Lone person 2.5 6.8 19.3 37.9 12.2 

Non-private dwelling 3.4 1.5 2.3 16.8 3.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
Note: Includes women living in non-private dwellings. 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

The next life stage includes women from the age of 25 through to 54 years (“mid-age women”). 

This is a broad age group, covering women through the years in which many are likely to be having 

and raising children. It also covers the prime employment years for women. As such, this is a life 

stage when women are establishing and building careers, and many balance this with raising a 

family. As indicated in Table 2, these women were living in a couple relationship without 

dependent children (22%), in a couple relationship with dependent children (46%), or are lone 

parents (12%).25 

Figure 3 indicated that women’s employment participation rates were highest between the ages of 

25 and 54 years, albeit with a brief decline at 30–34 years, when many women are likely to be caring 

for young children. These were also the years of highest personal income (Figure 4). The high rates 

of participation in employment and the income that this brings no doubt contributes to the growth 

in wealth accumulation that ultimately peaked at 60–64 years (Figure 11).26 As at 2011, women aged 

25–54 years were much more likely to have higher levels of educational attainment than older 

women, although within this broad age group women had had quite disparate experiences of 

Australia’s educational institutions (see, for example, the variation in the proportion with a 

university education, in Figure 1). 

Figure 3 shows a marked decline in women’s participation in employment that begins around 55–

59 years, such that among women aged 70–74 years the female employment participation rate was 

just 6%. Women between the ages of 55 and 74 have been grouped together into the next life stage 

group, referred to as “retirement-age women”. While participation in employment declined within 

this age group, along with individual and household income, wealth remained quite high and a high 

proportion of women were living in households that were owned outright. Nearly two-thirds of 

women in this life stage group were in couple families, with another 19% living alone. Further 

analyses of the Census data (not shown) reveal that about half of these women living alone were 

divorced or separated, one-third were widowed, and most of the rest had never married. 

Women aged 75 years and older are then grouped into a life stage of “older women”. While the 

number of women in this age group was relatively small (Figure 17), proportionately they were 

                                                      
25 “Lone parents” refers to those women who do not have a co-resident spouse or partner at a particular point in 

time—at the time of the survey or Census. These women may be sharing the care of their child with a former partner. 
Lone parenthood will, for some women, be a transitory state. 

26 These analyses are based on cross-sectional data. It is possible that peaks in income and wealth will change for 
different cohorts of women, as they have different lifetime experiences of education, employment and income. 
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most likely to be living alone, when compared to the other age groups (Table 2). Further analyses of 

the Census data (not shown) shows that of those in this age group who were living alone, 81% were 

widowed. At this age, a number of women were living in non-private dwellings (such as retirement 

homes). We are not able to assess the socio-economic status of these women, as it is usual for them 

to be excluded from surveys such as those used for much of the analyses in this report. While they 

were included in the Census, measures of household income are not available for these women. In 

later analyses, because the majority of measures analysed in this report were not available for 

women living in non-private dwellings, we focus only on women living in occupied private 

dwellings. 

In summary, the life stages defined in this report include: 

 young women, aged 15–24 years; 

 mid-age women, aged 25–54 years; 

 retirement-age women, aged 55–74 years; and 

 older women, aged 75 years and over. 

In Section 5, we examine the characteristics of lower socio-economic status women in each life 

stage group. When doing this, we focus on particular measures of socio-economic status—some 

personal and some household measures, as described further in the following subsection. In 

addition, in the following subsection we consider how the identification of women as being of low 

socio-economic status at each life stage varies with their relationship in their household, and 

compare the effects of using personal versus household measures of socio-economic status. 

4.3 Life stage and measures of socio-economic status 

As discussed in previous sections, there is clearly a need to take account of the life course in the 

measurement of socio-economic status. This was demonstrated in Section 3 using a range of data 

on women in NSW. This is not a new finding, although it is not often articulated in much of the 

research on socio-economic status. It has been most thoroughly discussed in the context of health 

research (see for example, Grundy, & Holt, 2001). Figure 18 presents a figure based on one 

originally published by Galobardes et al. (2006), which shows a summary of some ways in which 

socio-economic status has been measured across the life course in this field of research. Some of 

the measures align with those that have been discussed and used in this report. Note though that 

Galobardes et al. did not consider the specific issues associated with the measurement of the socio-

economic status of women. 

Figure 18 Measurement of socio-economic status over the life course 

 

Source: Galobardes et al. (2006), Figure 1 

Table 3 presents a summary of the different ways in which low socio-economic status has been 

operationalised in this report, using the 2009–10 SIH and the 2011 Census for NSW. Each measure 
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captures a different proportion of the population, and there are also some differences across the 

two data sources. 

Table 3: Measures of low socio-economic status by life stage, women in NSW 

Measures of low socio-economic status 

Young 
women 

(%) 

Mid-age 
women 

(%) 

Retirement-
age women 

(%) 

Older 
women 

(%) 
All women 

(%) 

Survey of Income and Housing, 2009–10 

Year 10 or less 27.9 23.9 55.5 79.2 36.3 

Bottom quintile of personal income 48.2 19.3 22.8 7.0 23.9 

Main source of income is income support payments 18.1 19.7 46.2 86.7 30.9 

Bottom quintile of personal wealth 50.3 21.0 19.0 19.6 25.2 

Bottom quintile of equivalised household income 9.6 12.1 24.9 42.4 17.1 

Bottom quintile of household wealth 32.8 20.2 7.9 8.9 18.4 

Public housing 0.7 2.8 2.9 3.7 2.6 

Household in receipt of CRA 10.8 8.0 4.4 4.0 7.3 

SIH sample size 450 1,608 916 363 3,337 

Census of Population and Housing, 2011 

Year 10 or less 26.5 20.7 49.8 69.7 32.7 

Low weekly personal income (< $300 per week) 61.9 23.9 36.0 30.7 33.2 

Low equivalised weekly household income (< $400 
per week) 

20.1 14.8 27.3 43.8 21.1 

Public housing 4.1 3.3 4.7 4.6 3.9 

Private rent 32.2 29.5 11.4 7.0 23.5 

Population size (‘000) 353.6 1,240.3 585.9 200.5 2,380.3 

Note: Includes women living in occupied private dwellings. The total number of women providing valid responses to specific items is often 
smaller than the number shown. Refer to Appendix A and B for more information about each survey, and to Appendix C for tables 
presenting these data in more detail. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing and 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

We first describe measures based on women’s own characteristics (education, income and wealth). 

 Low educational attainment (using a cut-off of Year 10 secondary education): 

– Just over one-third of women were classified as low socio-economic status if educational 

attainment was chosen as the indicator of socio-economic status. This is one of the broadest 

of the indicators shown. 

– The proportion of women captured by this measure increased significantly with age, 

consistent with Figure 1, with the majority of older women having low educational 

attainment. 

– The findings follow the same pattern for the two data sources, even though the percentages 

differ somewhat, particularly for the older women. 

 Low personal income (in the bottom quintile using SIH, and income less than $300 per week using 

the Census): 

– The income measures in the SIH were derived such that we would expect approximately 

20% of the population to be in the lower socio-economic status group.27 The low personal 

income group in the Census was a little more inclusive, covering 33% of women in NSW. As 

                                                      
27 The percentages vary somewhat from 20%, in part because, in assessing the distributions of these measures, incomes 

and wealth were compared to incomes and wealth across Australia, not just NSW. Also, some variation would be 
expected for the household measures, given that we have applied household level results to individual women living 
in those households. 
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previously discussed, these are arbitrary groupings, and choosing different thresholds would 

result in different patterns across the life stage groups. 

– According to the SIH and the Census, young women had the greatest likelihood of having 

relatively low incomes (48% using the SIH and 62% using the Census). According to the 

indicator derived from the SIH, older women actually had a very low likelihood (7%) of 

having low personal incomes. But according to the Census, with an indicator of low socio-

economic status that included women of somewhat higher incomes, 31% of older women 

were classified as being of low socio-economic status. 

 Main source of income is income support payments (SIH only): Overall, 31% of NSW women had 

income support payments as their main source of income. This increased with age, from 18–

20% of young and mid-age women, to 46% for retirement-age women and 87% of older 

women. 

 Low personal wealth (in the bottom quintile using SIH, not available from the Census): For 

individual wealth, young women were most often classified as low socio-economic status (50%), 

compared to 25% of all NSW women. The likelihood of having low personal wealth was around 

19–21% for NSW women at other life stages. 

 Low equivalised household income (in the bottom quintile using SIH, below $400 per week using the 

Census): 

– The percentage of women in lower equivalised income households was greatest among older 

women (42% according to the SIH and 44% according to the Census), and among 

retirement-age women (25% according to the SIH and 27% according to the Census). 

– There are somewhat different patterns in the two data sources for the young women, who 

had a relatively small chance of being in a low equivalised income household in the SIH 

(10%), but not in the Census (20%). This may suggest young women in lower income 

households were under-represented in the SIH. 

 Low household wealth (in the bottom quintile using SIH, not available from the Census): Young 

women were more often classified as being of low socio-economic status on this indicator. 

Fewer than 10% of retirement-age and older women had household wealth in the bottom 

quintile of the Australian distributions of household wealth. 

The other broad group of measures concern housing tenure. This includes, using the Census, 

women living in public housing, and private renters or, using the SIH, the more limited 

classification of private renters receiving CRA. Note that women living in non-private dwellings are 

not included in the calculation of these percentages. 

 Public housing: The indicator that identified the smallest proportion of the population was that of 

living in public housing (3–4% of women). The percentage of young women in public housing 

was higher in the Census than in the SIH, which may indicate that young women from these 

lower socio-economic status backgrounds were somewhat under-represented in the SIH (as 

noted above). 

 Private rent (Census only): Being a private renter, according to the Census, was most likely for 

young and mid-age women (30–32%), with 11% of retirement-age women and 7% of older 

women being private renters. 

 Household in receipt of CRA (SIH only): A smaller percentage of women was in privately rented 

housing in which someone was receipt of CRA (7% of all NSW women). The percentages were 

somewhat higher among young (11%) and mid-age (8%) women, compared to 4% for 

retirement-age and older women. 

Differences between the two data sources may reflect some bias in either the SIH or the Census, 

differences in the collection of specific data items, or possibly differences in the reference periods 

(2009–10 for the SIH and 2011 for the Census). The variability of findings is a reminder of the care 

needed in basing analyses and subsequent policy recommendations on one source of information 

about difficult-to-measure items such as these. 
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Putting aside the issues concerning data sources, an important point is that some indicators of 

socio-economic status will identify a relatively small proportion of the population, while others are 

much more inclusive. Indicators of socio-economic status that identify a high proportion of the 

population as being of low status are likely to be less powerful in their ability to detect those who 

may experience disadvantage, and this is especially apparent in the use of educational attainment as 

a measure of socio-economic status for older women. 

To identify low-income or low-wealth individuals and households using the SIH, we have 

compared information about income and wealth for women in NSW to all people in Australia. If, 

for the purposes of particular policy analyses or development, a particular group within the 

population (a particular life stage, or some other cohort) is of interest, it may be more relevant to 

identify those who have lower incomes or wealth within that target population, or to use a more 

specific cut-off point, such as those having incomes below some pre-determined poverty line. We 

have not attempted to do this here, given the broad focus of the research project. 

As discussed in Section 3, for Census data, the choice of cut-off in the analyses of personal income 

makes a significant difference to the proportion of women in each life stage who are classified as 

being of lower socio-economic status (see Figure 9). 

4.4 Relationship in household, life stage and measures of socio-
economic status 

Relationships and low socio-economic status 

The life stages used in these analyses include a diverse range of household situations (see Table 2). 

For example, among the young women, their relationship within the household includes being a 

dependent or non-dependent child, or being a member of a couple, or a lone parent. This 

relationship within the household may make a considerable difference to the meaning of individual 

versus household measures of socio-economic status. This subsection explores this, by examining a 

range of indicators from the SIH (Table 4) and the Census (Table 5). Each table shows the 

relationship in the household of women classified as low socio-economic status to examine how 

the make-up of  this group of women varies depending on which indicator is used. Educational 

attainment has not been used in these analyses, as that measure is not expected to be dependent 

upon a woman’s relationship within the household. Findings are described below the tables, for one 

life stage at a time. 
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Table 4: Relationship in household for women classified as low socio-economic status at each 

life stage, women in NSW, 2009–10 
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Young women        

Dependent student 77.2 36.2 5.0 45.5 24.0 33.8 46.2 

Non-dependent child 14.4 14.8 18.5 21.8 14.8 9.3 23.9 

Couple without dependent children 2.9 1.4 4.1 0.0 15.3 5.6 9.5 

Couple with dependent children 0.3 14.6 3.2 6.2 8.1 9.6 3.3 

Lone parent 0.0 11.1 3.6 14.6 6.4 7.4 3.2 

Other family member 2.1 3.4 4.2 0.0 9.9 12.5 4.1 

Group household 2.5 14.3 5.9 5.5 14.4 16.8 7.3 

Lone person 0.7 4.4 1.4 6.4 7.1 5.0 2.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Mid-age women        

Non-dependent child 3.1 3.8 7.6 3.5 2.5 3.3 6.0 

Couple without dependent children 30.2 6.0 18.2 16.3 21.5 9.1 23.6 

Couple with dependent children 60.6 53.3 43.3 37.5 27.8 38.7 46.9 

Lone parent 2.2 28.3 23.0 28.6 28.6 37.1 11.8 

Other family member 0.6 0.2 0.4 0.3 3.4 4.0 1.5 

Group household 0.4 1.4 2.6 0.4 5.4 1.9 3.6 

Lone person 2.8 7.0 4.9 13.3 10.6 5.8 6.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Retirement-age women        

Couple without dependent children 74.0 55.4 45.4 51.5 13.0 31.3 62.9 

Couple with dependent children 11.4 5.9 6.5 4.0 6.5 11.8 6.2 

Lone parent 3.6 7.5 12.5 4.3 28.7 10.2 7.7 

Other family member 1.1 4.7 6.9 0.6 0.0 5.4 2.4 

Lone person 8.5 25.5 26.7 38.6 49.5 40.5 18.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Older women        

Couple without dependent children 67.2 30.7 16.7 – 5.9 – 30.4 

Couple with dependent children 8.6 0.7 0.0 – 0.0 – 0.6 

Lone parent 4.7 10.8 5.9 – 7.1 – 11.7 

Other family member 18.5 10.1 22.6 – 1.2 – 8.8 

Lone person 0.9 46.9 53.3 – 81.2 – 47.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
Note: Some categories of relationship in household have not been presented where overall percentages were particularly small. As a result, 

percentages will not always add to 100% within each life stage. The relationship in household classification has not been shown for 
those indicators that resulted in few (< 20) NSW women in the SIH being represented in the sample. Sample sizes for each are shown 
in Appendix B. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table 5: Relationship in household for women classified as low socio-economic status at each 

life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

 

Low personal 
income 

(< $300 per 
week) (%) 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 
(< $400 per 
week) (%) 

Public 
housing (%) 

Private rent 
(%) 

All NSW 
women (%) 

Young women      

Dependent student 65.1 41.7 37.5 25.1 43.9 

Non-dependent child 14.1 14.6 34.8 14.2 23.9 

Couple with dependent children 3.2 5.0 3.8 6.8 3.8 

Couple without dependent children 3.9 4.8 2.5 16.5 8.9 

Lone parent 0.9 8.2 11.2 4.9 2.9 

Other family member 6.1 8.8 5.6 9.5 6.7 

Group household 5.3 10.9 1.6 18.2 7.3 

Lone person 1.4 6.0 3.1 4.8 2.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Mid-age women      

Non-dependent child 3.8 2.7 6.6 2.2 5.2 

Couple with dependent children 61.4 36.9 17.8 34.7 46.5 

Couple without dependent children 18.9 9.7 10.7 22.9 22.7 

Lone parent 7.4 35.7 43.6 18.3 12.6 

Other family member 2.5 2.2 2.9 3.8 2.6 

Group household 2.4 2.2 2.5 8.1 3.6 

Lone person 3.6 10.6 15.8 9.9 6.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Retirement-age women      

Couple with dependent children 3.7 2.0 2.1 3.5 3.9 

Couple without dependent children 76.7 52.8 27.9 41.1 61.8 

Lone parent 4.4 4.0 14.8 12.5 7.1 

Other family member 4.2 2.8 5.1 7.9 4.3 

Group household 1.2 0.9 2.6 5.1 2.2 

Lone person 9.4 37.1 46.3 29.2 19.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Older women      

Couple without dependent children 60.6 30.9 17.2 25.4 34.3 

Lone parent 6.4 2.6 11.9 10.2 9.6 

Other family member 10.0 2.8 4.9 11.0 9.1 

Group household 0.7 0.4 1.4 2.6 1.4 

Lone person 22.2 63.3 64.5 50.6 45.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
Note: Sample is of women living in occupied private dwellings. 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
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Young women 

A majority of young women classified as low socio-economic status based on their own income 

were dependent students. Also, those with low personal wealth were predominantly dependent 

students and non-dependent children. 

Other measures of socio-economic status tended to classify a more diverse group of young women 

as lower socio-economic status. For example, young women who were lone parents were over-

represented among those mainly reliant on income support payments and with low equivalised 

household income. Group household members were over-represented among those living in 

households privately rented and receiving CRA, among those mainly reliant on income support 

payments and in households with low household wealth. 

Mid-age women 

Except on the measure of personal income, mid-age women who were lone parents were over-

represented in each of the low socio-economic status groups, compared to their representation 

overall at this life stage. This is most apparent for women in households receiving CRA—37% of 

these were lone parents. 

Mid-age women who were partnered and had dependent children at home were over-represented 

among those who had low personal income, and somewhat over-represented among those whose 

main source of income was income support payments. But they were not over-represented on 

other classifications of low socio-economic status. We would expect that this largely reflects 

women who have reduced their involvement in paid work to focus on caring for children. 

Lone women are over-represented on some of the indicators of low socio-economic status, 

particularly those based on equivalised household income and housing tenure. 

Retirement-age women 

Partnered retirement-age women without dependent children are over-represented among those 

classified as low socio-economic status based on their personal income. With regard to household 

wealth, equivalised household income and housing tenure, couple women without dependent 

children were somewhat under-represented relative to the whole population. This was particularly 

so for housing tenure. 

Lone parents were over-represented when the measures were based on housing tenure, while lone 

women were over-represented in the low socio-economic status groups based on household wealth 

and household equivalised incomes, and housing tenure. 

Older women 

Lone older women were over-represented among those classified as low socio-economic status 

based on their household wealth, low equivalised household income and being in public housing. 

Couple women were over-represented based on their personal income. 

Older women who were an “other family member”, includes those women living with their child’s 

family. These women were over-represented among those with low personal wealth, but not when 

based on household measures. 

Relationships and caring responsibilities 

Women’s relationships within and beyond the household may involve responsibilities for providing 

care to someone due to their disability, long-term illness or old age. Some women find that these 

responsibilities limit their ability to engage in paid work, which means that these women may be 

particularly vulnerable to disadvantage (AHRC, 2009). 
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In the 2011 Census, having caring responsibilities was indicated by having, in the previous two 

weeks, spent time provided unpaid care, help or assistance to family members or others because of 

a disability, a long term illness or problems related to old age. Among women in NSW the 

percentages with caring responsibilities were: 7% for young women, 16% for mid-age women, 21% 

for retirement-age women, and 11% for older women. In Section 5, we explore to what extent 

lower socio-economic status women have caring responsibilities, when compared to these overall 

averages. 

4.5 Overlap between indicators of socio-economic status 

The above analyses highlighted that women fall into different classifications of low socio-economic 

status depending on whether personal or household measures are used. To explore this further, we 

can see to what extent women are classified as lower socio-economic status on only a personal 

indicator of socio-economic status, only a household indicator, or both. 

Overlap between low personal income and equivalised household income 

First, we focus on just two measures of socio-economic status, using the income data in the 

Census—low personal income (< $300 per week) and low equivalised household income (< $400 

per week). Table 6 presents the findings for both measures for each life stage by women’s 

relationship in the household. 

Young women 

Most young women with low personal incomes did not also have low equivalised household income. 

Overall, 44% of young women had only low personal income, another 36% had neither low 

personal income or low equivalised household income, 17% had both low personal and low 

equivalised household income, and 3% had only low equivalised household income. 

For those who were dependent students, 74% had only low personal income and 19% had both 

low personal and low household incomes. Young women who were non-dependent children or 

who were themselves one of a couple household without dependent children were the least likely to 

be low socio-economic status on either of these income-based indicators. 

Lone parents were most often captured in these analyses as having low equivalised household 

income only (41%), with another 13% having both low personal income and low equivalised 

household income. 

The young women who were most likely to have both low personal and equivalised household 

income were lone women, and women living in a group household or as an “other family 

member”. 

Mid-age women 

Overall, 69% of mid-age women were not classified as being of low socio-economic status on these 

income-based measures. Some 8% were classified as such based on both their personal income and 

equivalised household income, while 16% were based on their personal income only and 7% based 

on their equivalised household income only. 

Almost half of the mid-age women were in a couple relationship with dependent children, and 

these women were the most likely to be classified as being of low socio-economic status based on 

their personal income only (24% of these women); however, most of them (64%) were not 

classified as such. For many women, lower personal income at this life stage reflects having a 

reduced income as a result of withdrawal from paid work to care for children. 

The next largest group, overall, were lone parents (13% of mid-age women). As with the young 

women, it was low equivalised household income rather than low personal income that classified 
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these women as being of low socio-economic status. This mostly reflects the fact that these 

households contain, at most, a single income earner. 

Table 6: Overlap of low personal income and low equivalised household income, by relationship 

in household at each life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

 

Low personal 
and 

equivalised 
HH income 

Low personal 
income only 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

only 

Not low 
income on 

either 
measure Total 

All NSW 
women 

Young women       

Dependent student 19.1 74.2 0.2 6.5 100.0 43.9 

Non-dependent child 10.8 25.9 1.7 61.6 100.0 23.9 

Couple with dependent children 16.6 35.4 8.6 39.5 100.0 3.8 

Couple without dependent children 8.8 17.6 1.2 72.5 100.0 8.9 

Lone parent 12.5 6.3 41.1 40.1 100.0 2.9 

Other family member 23.3 32.9 2.2 41.5 100.0 6.7 

Group household member 27.8 16.9 2.1 53.2 100.0 7.3 

Lone person 32.4 0.0 9.3 58.2 100.0 2.5 

Total 17.1 44.4 3.0 35.6 100.0 100.0 

Mid-age women       

Non-dependent child 6.2 11.3 1.6 80.9 100.0 5.2 

Couple with dependent children 7.9 23.9 3.8 64.4 100.0 46.5 

Couple without dependent children 5.3 14.5 0.9 79.4 100.0 22.7 

Lone parent 11.1 3.1 31.1 54.7 100.0 12.6 

Other family member 9.2 14.4 3.5 72.9 100.0 2.6 

Group household member 8.0 8.4 1.5 82.1 100.0 3.6 

Lone person 12.4 0.0 8.1 79.5 100.0 6.9 

Total 8.0 16.0 6.8 69.3 100.0 100.0 

Retirement-age women       

Couple with dependent children 12.2 22.6 3.7 61.6 100.0 3.9 

Couple without dependent children 22.3 22.6 1.1 54.0 100.0 61.8 

Lone parent 9.7 12.6 6.8 70.8 100.0 7.1 

Other family member 11.6 23.7 6.7 58.0 100.0 4.3 

Group household member 10.2 10.0 2.2 77.7 100.0 2.2 

Lone person 17.3 0.0 31.6 51.1 100.0 19.8 

Total 19.1 17.0 8.4 55.6 100.0 100.0 

Older women       

Couple without dependent children 39.6 16.0 0.4 44.0 100.0 34.3 

Lone parent 8.6 11.6 3.7 76.0 100.0 9.6 

Other family member 8.9 24.4 5.0 61.6 100.0 9.1 

Lone person 15.6 0.0 44.8 39.6 100.0 45.6 

Total 22.3 9.1 21.6 47.1 100.0 100.0 

 
Note: Sample is of women living in occupied private dwellings. Details not shown for relationship in household categories representing less 

than 2% of the female population in that life stage. 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

Retirement-age women 

Over half (56%) of the retirement-age women were not classified as low socio-economic status 

based on either their personal or equivalised household income. The percentages classified as low 

socio-economic status based only on personal income (17%) and only on equivalised household 
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income (8%) were similar to mid-age women, but among retirement-age women a higher 

percentage had both low personal and equivalised household income (19%). 

The majority of retirement-age women were in couple relationships without dependent children, 

and they were more likely than women in other relationships to have both a low personal and a low 

equivalised household income (22% of these women). 

Women living alone were very likely to be classified as being of low socio-economic status 

according to their equivalised household income, but not their personal income. Women who were 

an “other family member”, in group households and lone parents were somewhat diverse in their 

income-based classification of being of lower socio-economic status. 

Older women 

Older women were more likely than women of other life stages to be classified as being of low 

socio-economic status based on equivalised household income, with 22% having only low 

household income, and another 22% having both low equivalised household income and low 

personal income. Nine percent had only low personal income and 47% were not classified as being 

of low socio-economic status on either of these income based indicators. 

Older couple women were often classified as being of lower socio-economic status based on both 

equivalised household income and personal incomes (40% of partnered older women). 

As with the retirement-age women, living alone was associated with a higher chance of being 

classified as being of lower socio-economic status based on equivalised household income, but not 

on personal income, with 45% having low equivalised household income only and 16% having 

both low equivalised household income and low personal income. 

Correspondence between all measures 

Extending the above analyses, we can consider the correspondence between the full range of 

measures used in this report. The correspondence between the range of measures is shown for each 

life stage group, using the 2009–10 SIH, in Table C3 (although for ease of presentation we have not 

included the housing tenure indicators). A similar correspondence table for the Census is shown in 

Table C4. 

Each percentage in these tables indicates to what extent someone who is of low socio-economic 

status on a specific indicator (e.g., low educational attainment) is also low socio-economic status on 

the other measures. For example, Table C4 shows that among the young women with low 

educational attainment, 81% had low personal income (compared to 62% for all young women), 

26% had low equivalised household income (compared to 20% for all young women), 7% were in 

public housing (compared to 4% for all young women) and 31% were in privately rented housing 

(compared to 33% for all young women). 

When the percentage is higher, there is greater correspondence between the indicators. However, 

when a specific indicator is more inclusive (e.g., educational attainment at older ages), then it is 

arguably less interesting to examine this correspondence, as the findings mirror those that are 

observed for the wider population. 

Generally, there is evidence from these tables that the measures of socio-economic status are not 

perfectly correlated, and so are not exchangeable. Women classified as being of lower socio-

economic status on one measure are not necessarily classified as such on another. The above 

example shows that for low educational attainment, while 81% of young women with low 

educational attainment also had low personal incomes, the percentage classified as being of low 

socio-economic status on other indicators was considerably lower than this. While educational 

attainment among young women is not likely to be a good indicator of socio-economic status, since 

many would still be finishing their education, findings of relatively low correspondences with other 

indicators are observed at other life stages. 
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Indicators of socio-economic status based on equivalised household income and wealth, and also 

personal wealth, appear to have some associations with each other across the different life stages. 

Socio-economic status based on personal income has less clear associations with these other 

income and wealth based indicators. For example, among mid age women, 33% of those with low 

personal income also had low equivalised household income, compared to 24% of all mid-age 

women having low equivalised household income (Table C4). So having low equivalised household 

income is more likely for those with low personal income. The percentage of women who had low 

personal income at this life stage among those with low equivalised household income is 54%, 

compared to 15% for all women at this life stage. Further, those with low equivalised household 

income were more likely to be of low socio-economic status on other indicators than were those 

with low personal income. 

Looking at the correspondence between indicators from the SIH, it is interesting to examine the 

extent to which having a main source of income as income support payments is correlated with 

other socio-economic status indicators at different life stages (Table C3). Among the young 

women, 69–70% of those with income support payments as a main source of income are classified 

as being of low socio-economic status according to their personal and household wealth, and there 

is also relatively high correspondence between these indicators among mid-age women. Women 

with income support payments as their main source of income are not always classified as low 

socio-economic status based on the amount of their own income, and this is especially so for older 

women. That is, the main source of income indicator is picking up a different group of women 

than is being picked up with the low income indicator. 

Previous research (not focused on women) has highlighted that the various measures of socio-

economic status are not exchangeable—that different measures pick up on different aspects of low 

socio-economic status (Dutton et al., 2005; McLachlan et al., 2013). This is likely to be the case here 

also. Further, for this research, with a focus on women and different life stages, these analyses show 

that individual and household measures of income or wealth yield different results at each life stage. 

To some extent, analysing these links is more complicated because of the variation in the 

proportion falling into the lower socio-economic status groups within each life stage, reflecting 

changes in the nature of the educational system across birth cohorts of women, changes in personal 

and equivalised household incomes over the life cycle, and for many, the value of wealth that 

accumulates over the life course. 

While the analyses of the correspondence between measures might suggest that some indicators are 

better than others for identifying low socio-economic status women, there may be particular 

reasons for choosing one indicator over another, related to a particular policy question or 

theoretical basis. Also, as discussed previously, to understand the associations between these 

measures fully, it would be necessary to incorporate information on the women’s relationship 

within the household. 

4.6 Experiences of financial stress and socio-economic status  

One way to establish whether the indicators described above represent the socio-economic position 

of women at a particular life stage is to examine associations between the socio-economic status 

indicators and women’s experiences of disadvantage. 

Three measures of financial stress are examined in this subsection. These measures cover: 

 Financial hardship: Refers to living in a household in which a financial hardship has been 

experienced in the previous 12 months (as reported by the responding person in the 

household).28 A financial hardship is, because of lack of money, having gone without a meal; 

                                                      
28 We have attributed the responses of the responding person to all women living in the household, regardless of who 

was the responding person. Breunig, Cobb-Clark, Gong, and Venn (2007) demonstrated that people within a 
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having gone without heating; having sought help from community organisations; or needing to 

pawn or sell something. 

 Cash flow problems: This is defined as living in a household in which a cash-flow problem has 

been experienced in the previous 12 months (as reported by the responding person in the 

household). A cash-flow problem is when at least one person in the household has, due to lack 

of money, been unable to afford to pay a motor vehicle registration or insurance bills on time; 

been unable to afford to pay gas, electricity or telephone bills on time; or needed to seek 

financial assistance from families and friends. 

 Housing stress: Refers to living in a household with an equivalised household income in the 

bottom two quintiles (40%) among all households in Australia, and facing high housing costs 

relative to that equivalised household income. High housing costs are defined as those at or 

exceeding 30% of the household’s disposable income (total income less tax). This is commonly 

known as the 30–40 rule. 

The percentage classified as being financially stressed according to these measures is shown in 

Table 7 for each life stage (see Appendix B for a detailed description). They are widely used in 

research on disadvantage and deprivation (Bray, 2003; Butterworth & Crosier, 2005; Saunders, 

2011; Travers & Richardson, 1993). For some analyses of housing stress in NSW, refer to Women 

NSW (2013). 

Table 7: Measures of financial and housing stress by life stage, women in NSW, 2009–10 

 
Young women 

(%) 
Mid-age women 

(%) 
Retirement-age 

women (%) Older women (%) All women (%) 

Experienced hardship over the past year 

Yes 14.6 13.8 4.8 4.5 11.1 

No 85.4 86.2 95.2 95.5 88.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Experienced cash-flow problem over the past year 

Yes 8.2 9.6 3.5 2.7 7.4 

No 91.8 90.4 96.5 97.3 92.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Experiencing housing stress (30–40 rule) 

Yes 1.6 5.7 4.6 1.9 4.5 

No 98.4 94.3 95.4 98.1 95.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 307 1,134 698 281 2,420 

 
Source: 2009–10 Household Expenditure Survey. 

To examine relationships between indicators of socio-economic status and financial and housing 

stress, each life stage is take one at a time, with Figures 19 to 22 presenting the percentages 

experiencing financial and housing stress for socio-economic status indicators based on educational 

attainment, personal and equivalised household income, personal and household wealth, and 

housing tenure. These data are not presented for those in public housing, since the sample size was 

too small in this survey to obtain reliable estimates. 

                                                                                                                                               
household do not always agree on that household’s experiences of hardship or financial stress, but this analysis does 
not take this into account, since these data were only collected from one person per household in this data collection.  
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Young women 

As shown in Table 7, 15% of younger women lived in households that experienced financial 

hardship in the previous 12 months and 8% in households that had experienced cash-flow 

problems. Housing stress was less common for women in this age group, with just 2% living in 

households that were experiencing housing stress in 2009–10. It is important to remember that this 

age group includes women who still lived in the parental home, for whom reporting on financial 

stress is likely to have been done by a parent. However, some will have moved out of the family 

home and formed their own households (see Table 2). 

 The first panel of Figure 19 does not seem to indicate any clear relationships between 

educational attainment and the measures of financial stress, with hardships but not cash-flow 

problems and housing stress being more likely among those with low educational attainment 

This is likely to reflect that education was still underway for many young women and that 

education is therefore not a good indicator of poorer financial disadvantage for women in this 

age range. 

 Associations between low personal income and each indicator of financial stress were not 

statistically significant. For many young women, having low personal income would have been 

related to their full-time student status. 

 There are clear associations between household income and financial stress among the 

households of young women. Women in the bottom quintile of equivalised household income 

were considerably more likely to be living in a household that had an experience of financial 

hardship or a cash-flow problem in the previous 12 months, and to reside in a household in 

housing stress. 

 Young women with their main source of income being income support payments were more 

likely than other young women to live in households that experienced hardships, cash-flow 

problems and housing stress. 

 The percentage of young women residing in households that had experienced cash-flow 

problems was no lower for those with personal wealth in the bottom quintile as compared to 

the middle 60% of personal income. Household experiences of hardship were more prevalent 

among women in the bottom quintile of personal wealth, as were experiences of housing stress. 

 Also, the prevalence of each measure of financial stress is higher among the households of 

women with the lowest (i.e., in the bottom quintile) of household wealth. This is also the case 

for women living in households in receipt of CRA, compared to other housing tenure. 

These data suggest that indicators of socio-economic status based on household income, wealth 

and housing tenure may be useful indicators for young women, given their stronger associations 

with these measures of financial stress. Also, having income support payments as a main source of 

income appears to differentiate women according to their experiences of financial stress. However, 

having a low personal income was a less useful indicator. Personal wealth was related to financial 

stress on two of the three measures, and so may be somewhat useful. 

Low educational attainment, as defined here, is not very useful for analyses of socio-economic 

status. We could limit the analyses to young women who have completed their education and 

analyse their educational attainment, but this would be a little too complicated for this particular 

report. It is certainly an approach that could be taken elsewhere, in examining educational 

attainment among young people, especially those who are beyond the ages of secondary education. 

In particular, analysing secondary school completion is an important way of exploring socio-

economic status among young people, especially given the importance of educational attainment 

for various later life outcomes. 
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Figure 19 Prevalence of financial stress of young women in NSW, by socio-economic status, 

2009–10 

 

Note: N = 307. Chi-square tests were used to test for differences in percentages according to each of the socio-economic status indicators. 
Differences for hardship were statistically significant (p < .05) for all indicators except personal income. Differences for cash-flow 
problems were statistically significant (p < .05) for household income and wealth, main source of income and housing tenure (and not 
statistically significant for personal wealth, personal income and education). Differences for housing stress were statistically significant 
(p < .05) for all indicators except personal income and education. 

Source: 2009–10 Household Expenditure Survey 
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It is difficult to make firm assertions about the usefulness of particular indicators of socio-

economic status, given that their usefulness may also vary for women according to the nature of 

their household. Young women living with their parents are likely to have different experiences of 

financial stress compared to young women living elsewhere, for example, and this has not been 

taken into account here. Nevertheless, Box 2 provides a summary of the issues related to the use of 

the various socio-economic status indicators at this life stage, drawing upon the findings of the 

analyses in this section of the report. 

Box 2: Summary of indicators of socio-economic status for young women 

 Low educational attainment (Year 10 or less) is problematic as a measure of low socio-economic status 
because a high percentage are still continuing their education. 

 Income support payments is main source of income may be a useful indicator. Eligibility criteria for income 
support payments will mean that these women are unlikely to have access to high personal or household 
incomes. 

 Low personal income (in the bottom quintile of personal income, or less than $300 per week), as defined, 
captures a high proportion of young women, making it less focused on the most disadvantaged among them. In 
particular, a very high proportion of dependent students had low incomes, so it is possibly less useful than other 
indicators for this age group. Also, it does not allow for the fact that some low-income individuals may have 
access to resources through a higher income household (notably, parental income). 

 Low equivalised household income (in the bottom quintile of equivalised household income) is likely to be a 
useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Low personal wealth (in the bottom quintile) may not be a useful indicator because of low levels of personal 
wealth for young women, although some variation in financial wellbeing was found according to this indicator. 

 Low household wealth (in the bottom quintile) may be a useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience 
reflects that of household resources. 

 Housing tenure of public housing or CRA rental may be useful indicators. Public housing captures only a very 
small percentage of the population, which has precluded detailed analyses using the SIH, but it is likely to be a 
very disadvantaged group. Living in CRA privately rented housing is also likely to be indicative of being without 
access to high personal or household incomes. 

 

Mid-age women 

For mid-age women, 14% lived in households that had experienced financial hardship, 10% in 

households that had experienced cash-flow problems in the previous 12 months and 6% in 

households that were in housing stress (Table 7). 

 Figure 20 shows that for mid-age women, lower educational attainment is associated with a 

greater likelihood of being in a household that had experienced a financial hardship and housing 

stress, but not cash-flow problems. 

 Personal income is related only to housing stress, being more likely for women with low 

personal income. Differences in cash-flow problems and hardships are not statistically 

significant for personal income. 

 Equivalised household income is very strongly related to the measures of financial hardship and 

housing stress, with each of these being more likely in the lowest income quintile. 

 Having income support payments as a main source of income is related to being more likely to 

experience each of the financial and housing stresses. 

 Lower personal and household wealth were associated with a higher likelihood of having 

experienced a hardship, a cash-flow problem or housing stress. 

 Living in a household with tenure of CRA rental is also associated with being more likely to 

experience each of the financial and housing stresses. 
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Figure 20 Prevalence of financial stress of mid-age women in NSW, by socio-economic status, 

2009–10 

 

Note: N = 1,134. Chi-square tests were used to test for differences in percentages according to each of the socio-economic status 
indicators. Differences for hardship were statistically significant (p < .05) for all indicators except personal income. Differences for 
cash-flow problems were statistically significant (p < .05) for personal wealth, household income and wealth, main source of income 
and housing tenure (and not for personal income and education). Differences for housing stress were statistically significant (p < .05) 
for all indicators. 

Source: 2009–10 Household Expenditure Survey 
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Overall, within this age group, almost all of the indicators seem relevant. The main exception is 

personal income, which the analyses above suggest does not predict women’s experiences of 

financial stress well. As was stated for the young women, it may of course be that personal income 

is a useful indicator for some mid-age women, if we were to take account also of differences in 

women’s household compositions. Nevertheless, the other indicators listed above provide a range 

of options of assessing socio-economic status within this age group (see Box 3). 

Box 3: Summary of indicators of socio-economic status for mid-age women 

 Low educational attainment (Year 10 or less) could be a useful indicator at this stage. 

 Income support payments is main source of income is likely to be a useful indicator. Eligibility criteria for 
income support payments (as a main source of income) will mean that these women are unlikely to have access 
to high personal or household incomes. 

 Low personal income (in the bottom quintile of personal income, or less than $300 per week) may be less 
useful at this age, as it does not allow for the fact that some low-income individuals may have access to 
resources through a higher income household (notably, a spouse’s income). 

 Low equivalised household income (in the bottom quintile of equivalised household income) is likely to be a 
useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Low personal wealth (in the bottom quintile) could be a useful indicator, although it does not allow for the fact 
that low-wealth women may have access to resources through income or a higher wealth household (notably, 
home ownership). 

 Low household wealth (in the bottom quintile) may be a useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience 
reflects that of household resources. 

 Housing tenure of public housing or CRA rental may be useful indicators. Public housing captures only a very 
small percentage of the population, which has precluded detailed analyses using the SIH, but it is likely to be a 
very disadvantaged group. Living in CRA privately rented housing is also likely to be indicative of being without 
access to high personal or household incomes. 

Retirement-age women 

Among retirement-age women, 5% lived in households that experienced financial hardship, 4% 

with cash-flow problems in the previous 12 months, and 5% that experienced housing stress 

(Table 7). 

 Figure 21 shows that relationships between low educational attainment and each of the financial 

stress indicators were not statistically significant, suggesting that this may not be a good 

indicator of poorer financial wellbeing. 

 The personal income of retirement-age women was not clearly related to their experience of 

financial stress, with only housing stress being significantly more likely among those with lower 

personal incomes. 

 Lower equivalised household incomes of retirement-aged women were related to being more 

likely to experience housing stress, financial hardship and cash-flow problems. 

 Retirement-age women with income support payments as their main source of income were 

more likely to experience financial stress (hardship and cash-flow problems), but not housing 

stress. 

 There were marked differences for retirement-age women in the proportion experiencing 

financial hardship, cash-flow problems or housing stress according to their relative personal and 

household wealth, with those with wealth in the lowest quintile being considerably more likely 

to have had these experiences than other retirement aged women. This was especially apparent 

for household wealth. 

 Retirement-age women living in CRA rented housing were more likely to have experienced 

financial and housing stress compared to other retirement-age women. 
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Figure 21 Prevalence of financial stress of retirement-age women in NSW, by socio-economic 

status, 2009–10 

 

Note: N = 698. Chi-square tests were used to test for differences in percentages according to each of the socio-economic status indicators. 
Differences for hardship and cash-flow problems were statistically significant (p < .05) for all indicators except education. Differences 
for housing stress were statistically significant (p < .05) for all indicators except education and main source of income. 

Source: 2009–10 Household Expenditure Survey 
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As with other life stages, most of the indicators examined appeared to be related to some extent to 

women’s experiences of financial stress, suggesting that they are useful for identifying the lower 

socio-economic status women. Educational attainment and personal income were the least closely 

related to women’s experiences of financial stress within this age group. The findings for 

educational attainment may reflect that around half of the retirement aged women had educational 

attainment classified as “low” using the cut-off of Year 10 education. This may be why the 

indicator does not seem to be identifying the women who are experiencing more financial 

disadvantage. However, a quite large proportion were classified as having income support payments 

as a main source of income, and yet this did seem to differentiate between women on their 

experiences of financial stresses. It may be that for retirement-age women, educational attainment 

(which was probably acquired very early in life) is a less useful marker of current socio-economic 

status, than is an indicator that represents current access to financial resources. 

Box 4 provides a summary of the socio-economic status indicators for women in this life stage. 

Box 4: Summary of indicators of socio-economic status for retirement age women 

 Low education (Year 10 or less) may not be a very useful indicator of low SES because of the high percentage 
with low education (as defined). 

 Income support payments is main source of income is likely to be a useful indicator. Eligibility criteria for 
income support payments (as a main source of income) will mean that these women are unlikely to have access 
to high personal or household incomes. 

 Low personal income (in the bottom quintile of personal income, or less than $300 per week) may be a useful 
indicator of socio-economic status. It does not allow for the fact that low-income women may have access to 
resources through a higher income household (notably, a spouse’s income) or through higher personal wealth. 

 Low equivalised household income (in the bottom quintile of equivalised household income) is likely to be a 
useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Low personal wealth (in the bottom quintile) may be a useful indicator. It does not allow for the fact that low-
wealth women may have access to resources through income or a higher wealth household (notably, home 
ownership). 

 Low household wealth (in the bottom quintile) is likely to be a useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s 
experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Housing tenure of public housing or CRA rental may be useful indicators. Public housing captures only a very 
small percentage of the population, which has precluded detailed analyses using the SIH, but it is likely to be a 
very disadvantaged group. Living in CRA privately rented housing is also likely to be indicative of being without 
access to high personal or household incomes. 

Older women 

For older women, 5% lived in households that experienced financial hardship, 3% experienced 

cash-flow problems in the previous 12 months, and 2% were living in households that experienced 

housing stress (Table 7). 

 Figure 22 shows that relationships between educational attainment and each of the financial 

stress indicators were not statistically significant, suggesting that this is not a good indicator of 

poorer financial wellbeing. 

 Differences in reporting of financial and housing stress were not statistically significant when 

analysed for personal income, equivalised household income and main source of income. 

However, these results may have been affected by the relatively small sample size in this life 

stage. The findings for equivalised household income and income support payments as a main 

source of income suggest that these indicators may still be useful. 

 There were marked differences for older women’s experiences of each of the indicators of 

financial stress according to their relative wealth, using personal wealth or household wealth. 

Those with wealth in the lowest quintile were considerably more likely to have had financial 

stress experiences than other older women. 
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Figure 22 Prevalence of financial stress of older women in NSW, by socio-economic status, 

2009–10 

 

Note: N = 281. Chi-square tests were used to test for differences in percentages according to each of the socio-economic status indicators. 
Differences for cash-flow problems and for housing stress were statistically significant (p < .05) only for household wealth, personal 
wealth and housing tenure. Differences for hardship were statistically significant (p < .05) only for personal wealth and household 
wealth. 

Source: 2009–10 Household Expenditure Survey 
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 Women living in CRA rented housing also were more likely to have experienced financial 

hardships and to have experienced housing stress than other older women. 

The strongest associations between measures of socio-economic status and financial wellbeing 

continued to be found for measures of wealth and housing tenure. This supports previous research 

which has found that measures other than the usual income-based measures are possibly most 

appropriate for assessment of socio-economic status at older ages. However, the analyses here were 

constrained to some extent by the relatively small numbers of older women in the sample in the 

SIH. Further, it may be that income-based measures using different cut-offs to those used here 

would yield some different findings. We therefore assume there is still some value in considering 

equivalised household income and main source of income in regard to socio-economic status for 

these older women. Educational attainment does not appear to be a useful indicator of socio-

economic status for women in this age group, which will largely be a consequence of the majority 

of older women falling into the low socio-economic status category when educational attainment of 

Year 10 education or less is classified as low education. 

Box 5 provides a summary of issues related to the use of these different indicators of socio-

economic status for older women. 

Box 5: Summary of indicators of socio-economic status for older women 

 Low education (Year 10 or less) is problematic as a measure of low socio-economic status because of the high 
percentage of older women with low education (as defined) 

 Income support payments is main source of income may be a useful indicator. Eligibility criteria for income 
support payments (as a main source of income) will mean that these women are unlikely to have access to high 
personal or household incomes. 

 Low personal income (in the bottom quintile of personal income, or less than $300 per week) does not appear 
to be a useful indicator. Also, it does not allow for the fact that low-income women may have access to resources 
through a higher income household (notably, a spouse’s income) or through higher personal wealth. 

 Low equivalised household income (in the bottom quintile of equivalised household income) may be a useful 
indicator. It assumes an individual’s experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Low personal wealth (in the bottom quintile) is likely to be a useful indicator. It does not allow for the fact that 
low-wealth women may have access to resources through income or a higher wealth household (notably, home 
ownership). 

 Low household wealth (in the bottom quintile) is likely to be a useful indicator. It assumes an individual’s 
experience reflects that of household resources. 

 Housing tenure of public housing or CRA rental may be useful indicators. Public housing captures only a very 
small percentage of the population, which has precluded detailed analyses using the SIH, but it is likely to be a 
very disadvantaged group. Living in CRA privately rented housing is also likely to be indicative of being without 
access to high personal or household incomes. 

 

It is important to note that these data only include information from women living in private 

dwellings. The extent to which financial hardship might be experienced by those living in non-

private dwellings cannot be assessed with these data. 

4.7 Summary 

In this section we have explored a range of socio-economic status indicators to see how useful they 

are for analyses of women at different life stages. We have provided some suggestions about which 

indicators may be more or less useful at particular stages of life. This is summarised in Table 8. 

However, we wish to emphasise that these are suggestions only. It would be preferable in analysing 

socio-economic status of women at different life stages, to think about the conceptual, theoretical 

or practical reasons for choosing particular indicators of socio-economic status, and these may lead 

to certain indicators that have been deemed below to be “most useful”, being considered 

undesirable. This may especially be the case once women’s relationship within the household is 
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taken into account, or if only certain groups of women are being considered. For example, 

women’s personal incomes may be of great interest if there is concern about the socio-economic 

status of lone women at different life stages. Further, there may be value in considering a range of 

indicators together, acknowledging that each indicator does pick up a different group of women, 

and therefore reflects the complex nature of socio-economic status, which is not easily represented 

by a single indicator alone. 

Table 8: Suggested usefulness of indicators of socio-economic status for women, by life stage 

 Young (15–24 years) Mid-age (25–54 years) 
Retirement (55–74 

years) Older (75+ years) 

Most useful 
indicators 

 Low educational 
attainment 

  

Income support 
payments is main 
source of income 

Income support 
payments is main 
source of income 

Income support 
payments is main 
source of income 

Income support 
payments is main 
source of income 

Low equivalised 
household income 

Low equivalised 
household income 

Low equivalised 
household income 

Low equivalised 
household income 

 Low household wealth Low household wealth Low household wealth 

   Low personal wealth 

Housing tenure is public 
housing or CRA private 
rented 

Housing tenure is public 
housing or CRA private 
rented 

Housing tenure is public 
housing or CRA private 
rented 

Housing tenure is public 
housing or CRA private 
rented 

Possibly useful 
indicators 

  Low personal income Low personal income 

Low personal wealth Low personal wealth Low personal wealth  

Household wealth    

Less useful 
indicators 

Low educational 
attainment 

 Low educational 
attainment 

Low educational 
attainment 

Low personal income Low personal income   
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5 Characteristics of lower socio-economic status women 
in NSW 

Key messages 

 Across the broad range of the measures of socio-economic status used in this section, and across the different 
life stages, lower socio-economic status women are more likely to be Indigenous, have poorer English-language 
proficiency, have a disability or be a carer, according to a number of the measures used. 

 There was some variation across specific measures and across life stages in the strength of these associations. 
Of course, certain characteristics (such as having a disability) were more prevalent at different life stages than 
others; for instance, among those in their retirement years and older women. 

 Lone-parent and lone-women households were over-represented in the groups identified as being of lower socio-
economic status based on household income and wealth. Dependent students, partnered women and older 
women living as “other family members” are over-represented in the lower socio-economic status groups based 
on individual income and wealth. 

 Women classified as being of lower socio-economic status more often lived in LGAs that were identified as being 
more disadvantaged, when measures of socio-economic status were based on household characteristics. This 
would be expected to some extent, as areas are classified as being more or less disadvantaged by the 
characteristics of the people and households within those areas. There is, however, likely to be considerable 
variation in the socio-economic status of the households in each LGA. Many affluent areas will contain some 
pockets of disadvantage. 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This final analytical section explores the demographic and other characteristics of women in NSW 

who are identified as being of lower socio-economic status. A range of characteristics is examined, 

focusing on characteristics that the literature suggests might be important in identifying those 

women who are at greatest risk of experiencing financial disadvantage. Instead of talking about the 

“risks” of being disadvantaged, or the prevalence of low socio-economic status among particular 

demographic groups, our focus here is on describing the characteristics of those who are low socio-

economic status, so that we can see to what extent these populations differ in composition to the 

general population of women in NSW. This information is useful from a policy perspective, to gain 

understanding of the degree to which programs targeted at specific demographic groups might be 

needed, versus an approach that is more universal. These analyses are done one life stage at a time. 

The demographic characteristics examined are English-language proficiency, Indigenous status, 

disability status and carer status (see the appendices for definitions of these characteristics). These 

variables were chosen given that previous research has shown that experiences of socio-economic 

difficulties are more likely among those with poor English-language proficiency, who are of 

Indigenous origins, have a disability or have caring responsibilities (AHRC, 2009; McLachlan et al., 

2013).29 

We have also presented information about women’s relationship in the household, given the very 

marked differences in this classification according to the choice of socio-economic status indicator, 

but also, given the likely representation of single parents and older single women among those who 

are disadvantaged (McLachlan et al., 2013). As these data were described previously in Section 4, we 

simply repeat the findings that were reported there. 

For young, mid-age and retirement-age women, we would expect that socio-economic status would 

be closely related to their employment status, and so for these life stages this information is also 

                                                      
29 Indigenous and carer status were not available in the SIH, so we could not explore these measures for the indicators 

of socio-economic status only available in the SIH. 
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shown. Whether or not they are studying also is likely to matter, although we find that the vast 

majority of retirement-age women are not students, so this is not explored at this age. For labour 

force status, we expect to find a higher proportion to be unemployed (that is, not employed and 

seeking employment) among those who are identified as low socio-economic status, relative to the 

whole population (McLachlan et al., 2013). We expect also that on certain indicators—especially 

personal income and main source of income—that other not-employed women (that is, not in the 

labour force) would be over-represented in the low socio-economic status groups. For older 

women, the vast majority are not employed and are not studying so we do not explore these 

characteristics at these life stages. Past patterns of study or employment might be especially relevant 

to their current socio-economic status, but we do not have information on this from the data 

sources used in this report. 

We have also included some analyses of the locations of women classified as low socio-economic 

status, using the remoteness classification and using the SEIFA Index of Relative Socio-Economic 

Disadvantage to classify regions according to their relative disadvantage.30 

While the previous sections recommended particular measures of socio-economic status at specific 

life stages, we do not claim that any indicator perfectly identifies the lower socio-economic status 

women, but instead suggest that different indicators pick up distinctive dimensions of the concept 

of socio-economic status. We have therefore, in this section, retained information on the 

characteristics of women identified as being of low socio-economic status using each of the 

indicators examined in this report. We have done this because there still may be a need, for 

theoretical or practical reasons, to use any one of these indicators to identify low socio-economic 

status women. 

As described above, the approach taken is to describe the characteristics of women who are defined 

as lower socio-economic status on each of the measures. The characteristics of all women in NSW 

(at each life stage) are presented for comparison. As with the rest of this report, we have presented 

only cross-sectional data. Information from both the SIH and the Census have been presented, as it 

has not been possible to examine all characteristics in each of the datasets. For the SIH data, chi-

square tests were used to test for statistical significance of the composition of the low, compared to 

not low, socio-economic status women, on each indicator. (Information for “not low” socio-

economic status women has not been presented, but to some extent, examining the characteristics 

of all women at each life stage provides insights on what the characteristics of women in the other 

category are likely to be.) Tests of statistical significance were not possible with the Census data. 

5.2 Young women 

We begin by describing the demographic characteristics of young NSW women (aged 15–24 years) 

who were classified as being of low socio-economic status on each of the measures considered in 

Section 4. For ease of presentation, the SIH data have been presented in two tables—indicators 

based on women’s households are presented in Table 9 while indicators based on women’s own 

characteristics are presented in Table 10. The Census data are presented in Table 11. To allow 

comparison, the characteristics of all young women in NSW are also presented in these tables. 

Looking first at the key demographic variables for young NSW women: 

 There were very few women with poor English-language proficiency among this age group in 

NSW. While there were some statistically significant findings with regard to the characteristics 

of those with low equivalised household income, there were actually no consistent findings from 

the SIH and the Census. 

 Low socio-economic status young women were considerably more likely to be Indigenous, 

when the indicator was based on living in public housing (20% of young women in public 

                                                      
30 Remoteness and disadvantage levels were not explored for the SIH data. 
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housing were Indigenous) or based on low equivalised household income (7% of those with low 

equivalised household income), compared to 4% among all young NSW women. 

 Rates of disability were more prevalent among young NSW women when based on having 

income support payments as a main source of income (for example, 17% of young women on 

mainly income support payments had a specific limitation or restriction, compared to 7% for all 

young women). But based on analyses of the SIH, having a disability was not significantly more 

likely within the other lower socio-economic status groups. With the Census, rates of disability 

were a little higher among young women living in public housing (4%), compared to all young 

women (1%). 

 Being a carer to someone due to their disability, long-term illness or problems related to old age 

is somewhat more likely among young women living in public housing (13% had caring 

responsibilities), compared to the overall population (7%). 

As noted, the relationship in household information is also presented, and the findings that we 

identified previously are repeated below: 

 Lone parents are over-represented among those mainly reliant on income support payments and 

with low equivalised household income. 

 Group household members are over-represented among those living in households privately 

rented and receiving CRA, among those mainly reliant on income support payments and in 

households with low household wealth. 

 A majority classified as low socio-economic status based on their own income are dependent 

students. Also, those with low personal wealth are predominantly dependent students and non-

dependent children. 

 Other measures of socio-economic status tend to classify a more diverse group of young 

women as lower socio-economic status. 

We noted above that employment and study status are presented here, and expected these to be 

quite strongly associated with particular indicators of socio-economic status, especially those based 

on women’s own characteristics. 

 Of note is the higher percentage of young women who are unemployed in the lower socio-

economic status groups. This is most apparent for women with main source of income being 

income support payments, among whom 26% were unemployed. Also, according to the SIH, 

unemployment was quite common for women in lower equivalised income households (23%), 

compared to 9% overall for young women. 

 Women in the low socio-economic status groups were less likely to be in full-time employment 

than all young women, except when socio-economic status was based on household wealth and 

on being a privately rented household. For these young women this is likely to reflect that some 

women have started full-time work and have moved into their own housing but have low levels 

of household wealth and are often renting. 

Area-level differences were also examined, using the Census: 

 Differences according to remoteness areas were not particularly marked. 

 More differences were apparent according to the level of disadvantage in the regions within 

which women lived. Women classified as low socio-economic status on their household’s 

equivalised income, or because they are in public housing, are over-represented in the most 

disadvantaged LGAs in NSW. Respectively, 20% and 18% lived in the most disadvantaged 

areas, compared to 13% of all young women in NSW. Such differences were not observed if 

women’s personal incomes or living in privately rented household were used to assess socio-

economic status. 
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Table 9: Characteristics of young women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

household indicators (SIH) 

 
Low equivalised 

HH income 
Low household 

wealth 
Household in 

receipt of CRA 
All young NSW 

women 

English-language proficiency *** ** ns  

Does not speak English well or at all 2.7 0.8 1.0 0.6 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

10.4 16.2 15.7 9.6 

English-speaking 86.9 83.0 83.4 89.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability ns ns ns  

Specific limitation/restriction 8.5 6.5 7.0 6.8 

Has disability but no specific 
limitation/restriction 

9.9 9.9 10.8 10.3 

No disability/long-term health condition 81.6 83.5 82.2 82.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** ***  

Dependent student 45.5 24.0 33.8 46.2 

Non-dependent child 21.8 14.8 9.3 23.9 

Couple without dependent children 0.0 15.3 5.6 9.5 

Couple with dependent children 6.2 8.1 9.6 3.3 

Lone parent 14.6 6.4 7.4 3.2 

Other family member 0.0 9.9 12.5 4.1 

Group household 5.5 14.4 16.8 7.3 

Lone person 6.4 7.1 5.0 2.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status ns *** ns  

Full-time student 45.9 34.5 42.2 51.3 

Part-time student 9.4 13.5 8.5 9.5 

Not studying 44.7 52.0 49.3 39.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status *** *** ***  

Employed full-time 2.7 21.7 12.3 23.8 

Employed part-time 14.8 27.9 25.0 37.1 

Unemployed 23.1 15.7 19.1 8.5 

Not in the labour force 59.4 34.7 43.6 30.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 172 235 71 450 

 
Notes: Public housing as an indicator has not been shown due to small sample sizes. Chi-square tests were used to compare the distribution 

of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status women to those not classified as socio-economic status, one 
indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; ** p < .01; 
*** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table 10: Characteristics of young women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

personal indicators (SIH) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Main source of 
income is 

income support 
payments 

Year 10 or 
lower 

Low 
personal 
wealth 

All young 
NSW women 

English-language proficiency ns ns * ns  

Does not speak English well or at all 0.5 0.8 0.5 0.5 0.6 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

9.8 8.0 5.4 9.0 9.6 

English-speaking 89.7 91.2 94.1 90.5 89.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability ns * ns ns  

Specific limitation/restriction 5.7 16.9 9.7 6.3 6.8 

No specific limitation or restriction 10.7 13.8 15.0 11.9 10.3 

No disability/long-term health condition 83.7 69.3 75.4 81.8 82.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** *** ***  

Dependent student 77.2 36.2 67.9 59.0 46.2 

Non-dependent child 14.4 14.8 13.4 18.5 23.9 

Couple without dependent children 2.9 1.4 2.9 4.1 9.5 

Couple with dependent children 0.3 14.6 6.4 3.2 3.3 

Lone parent 0.0 11.1 5.5 3.6 3.2 

Other family member 2.1 3.4 0.9 4.2 4.1 

Group household 2.5 14.3 1.4 5.9 7.3 

Lone person 0.7 4.4 1.6 1.4 2.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status *** ** *** ***  

Full-time student 82.8 46.4 68.7 64.7 51.3 

Part-time student 2.9 5.5 4.4 5.4 9.5 

Not studying 14.3 48.1 26.9 30.0 39.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status *** *** *** ***  

Employed full-time 0.5 0.7 8.4 7.0 23.8 

Employed part-time 36.0 13.7 28.9 34.5 37.1 

Unemployed 14.5 25.6 14.9 14.1 8.5 

Not in the labour force 49.0 60.0 47.8 44.4 30.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 138 260 63 105 450 

 
Notes: Chi-square tests were used to compare the distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status 

women to those not classified as socio-economic status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-
economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 66 

Table 11: Characteristics of young women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status 

(Census) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private 
renter 

All young 
NSW women  

English-language proficiency      

Does not speak English well or at all 1.9 3.6 1.0 2.4 1.4 

Non–English speaking, speaks 
English well or very well 

26.8 37.1 23.8 25.6 23.5 

Speaks only English 71.3 59.2 75.3 72.1 75.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Indigenous status      

Indigenous 3.7 7.1 20.0 4.8 3.9 

Not Indigenous 96.3 93.0 80.0 95.2 96.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability      

Disability 1.6 2.1 4.3 1.1 1.4 

No disability 98.4 97.9 95.7 98.9 98.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Carer status      

Carer 6.5 8.7 12.7 6.4 6.5 

Not a carer 93.5 91.3 87.3 93.7 93.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship      

Dependent student 65.1 41.7 37.5 25.1 43.9 

Non-dependent child 14.1 14.6 34.8 14.2 24.0 

Couple with dependent children  3.2 5.0 3.8 6.8 3.8 

Couple without dependent children 3.9 4.8 2.5 16.5 8.9 

Lone parent 0.9 8.2 11.2 4.9 2.9 

Other family member 6.0 8.8 5.6 9.5 6.7 

Group household 5.3 10.9 1.6 18.2 7.3 

Lone person 1.4 6.0 3.1 4.8 2.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status      

Full-time student 77.5 65.1 43.6 45.1 54.5 

Part-time student 4.8 5.5 7.0 8.3 7.8 

Not a student 17.8 29.4 49.3 46.7 37.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status      

Employed full-time 1.5 3.4 9.4 23.5 20.7 

Employed part-time 34.7 21.1 17.7 28.8 33.6 

Unemployed 10.5 11.8 12.4 8.5 7.2 

Not in the labour force 53.2 63.8 60.6 39.2 38.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(Table continued on next page) 
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Table 11: Characteristics of young women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status 

(Census) (continued) 

 
Low personal 

income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private renter 

All mid-age 
NSW women  

Remoteness area      

Major cities of Australia (NSW) 77.4 74.2 78.8 74.6 76.5 

Inner regional Australia (NSW) 17.5 18.6 16.0 19.6 18.0 

Outer regional Australia (NSW) 4.8 6.6 4.1 5.3 5.0 

Remote Australia (NSW) 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.4 0.3 

Very remote Australia (NSW) 0.1 0.2 0.5 0.1 0.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

SEIFA Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage    

Most disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(top 20%) 

14.2 20.1 18.1 13.0 13.4 

2nd–4th quintiles 57.4 61.1 72.7 62.6 59.1 

Least disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(bottom 20%) 

28.5 18.9 9.3 24.4 27.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Population size (‘000) 239.8 70.1 17.5 133.8 423.8 

 

5.3 Mid-age women 

We now explore these characteristics for mid-age NSW women (aged 25–54 years) who are 

classified as low socio-economic status on each of the indicators. The SIH data have been 

presented in two tables—indicators based on women’s households are presented in Table 12 while 

indicators based on women’s own characteristics are presented in Table 13. The census data are 

presented in Table 14. To allow comparison, the characteristics of all young women in NSW are 

also presented in these tables. 

Looking first at the key demographic variables for mid-age NSW women: 

 The likelihood of having poor English-language proficiency was significantly greater among 

mid-age women in each of the low socio-economic status groups, compared to the overall 

population of women. This was most apparent for the lower equivalised income households. 

Based on the Census, 12% of women in these household had poor English-language 

proficiency, compared to 4% of all mid-age NSW women. For all other socio-economic status 

indicators, the percentage of women with poor English-language proficiency varied between 5 

and 10% according to the Census. In the SIH, overall, 5% of mid-age women had poor English 

language proficiency, while the percentage with poor English-language proficiency ranged 

between 6% and 14% within the low socio-economic status groups. 

 A small percentage of mid-age women in NSW were identified in the Census as being 

Indigenous (2%). Women living in public housing were more likely to be Indigenous (15%), and 

also a higher proportion of women living in lower equivalised income households (5%) were 

Indigenous. 

 According to the Census, 2% of mid-aged NSW women had a disability. Within these data, the 

percentage having a disability was more likely among women in the lower socio-economic status 

groups defined on low personal income (4%), low equivalised household income (6%) and 

living in public housing (13%). Using the SIH, 11% of women were identified as having a 

disability that involved a specific limitation or restriction. This percentage was higher in all of 

the low socio-economic status groups except that of having low personal income. In particular, 

24% of mid-age women living in households with low wealth were defined as having a disability 
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in this way, as were 25% with income support payments as a main source of income, and 23% 

with low educational attainment. 

 Mid-age NSW women living in public housing and in low equivalised income households were 

more likely to be carers (24% and 21% respectively) than were all mid-aged NSW women 

(16%). 

There are clearly also some relationships between labour force status, study status and socio-

economic status: 

 Low socio-economic status women were less likely to be employed full-time than all mid-age 

women on all indicators, except for women living in privately renting households. On most 

indicators (not educational attainment) low socio-economic status women were also less likely 

to be employed part-time, with much higher proportions not in the labour force. Also, on all 

but educational attainment, low socio-economic status women were more likely to be 

unemployed. 

 Study status is significantly different for low socio-economic status women than other women, 

although the differences were not as marked as for younger women, reflecting that these mid-

age women were mostly not in full-time or part-time study. 

The relationship in household information reveals the following (as discussed in Section 4): 

 Except on the measure of personal income, lone parents were over-represented in each of the 

low socio-economic status groups, compared to their representation overall at this life stage. 

This is most apparent for women in households receiving CRA—37% of these women were 

lone parents. 

 Women who were partnered and had dependent children at home were over-represented among 

those who had low personal income, and somewhat over-represented among those whose main 

source of personal income was income support payments. But they were not over-represented 

on other classifications of low socio-economic status. We would expect this largely reflects 

women who had reduced their involvement in paid work to focus on caring for children. 

 Lone women were over-represented on some of the indicators of low socio-economic status, 

particularly those based on equivalised household income and housing tenure. 

Looking at the area-level measures: 

 Differences were not very great according to the remoteness of lower socio-economic status 

women, compared to the overall remoteness distribution for all mid-age NSW women. The one 

apparent difference was that women living in lower equivalised household incomes were 

somewhat more likely to be living in inner regional and outer regional areas of NSW, and less 

likely to be living in major city areas when compared to all mid-age NSW women. The majority 

(70%) lived in major city areas, however, compared to 77% for all mid-age women in NSW. 

 Overall, 13% of mid-age NSW women lived in the most disadvantaged areas of NSW. This 

percentage was higher among women living in lower equivalised income households (22%) and 

in public housing (17%), and those with low personal incomes (17%). 
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Table 12: Characteristics of mid-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

household indicators (SIH) 

 
Low equivalised 

HH income 
Low household 

wealth 
Household in 

receipt of CRA 
All mid-age NSW 

women 

English-language proficiency *** *** *  

Does not speak English well or at all 14.3 9.2 6.0 5.3 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

7.8 11.1 9.3 9.3 

English-speaking 77.9 79.7 84.7 85.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability *** *** ***  

Specific limitation/restriction 16.9 24.4 15.4 10.5 

No specific limitation/restriction 15.1 11.4 13.4 13.0 

No disability/long-term health condition 68.1 64.2 71.2 76.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** ***  

Non-dependent child 3.5 2.5 3.3 6.0 

Couple without dependent children 16.3 21.5 9.1 23.6 

Couple with dependent children 37.5 27.8 38.7 46.9 

Lone parent 28.6 28.6 37.1 11.8 

Other family member 0.3 3.4 4.0 1.5 

Group household 0.4 5.4 1.9 3.6 

Lone person 13.3 10.6 5.8 6.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status *** *** ***  

Full-time student 3.7 8.1 8.6 3.6 

Part-time student 6.0 5.8 8.2 8.3 

Not studying 90.2 86.1 83.2 88.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status ns *** ***  

Employed full-time 11.0 24.8 8.4 40.9 

Employed part-time 18.3 26.6 30.6 30.1 

Unemployed 6.5 5.9 11.9 3.1 

Not in the labour force 64.3 42.6 49.1 26.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 416 303 274 1,608 

 
Notes: Public housing as an indicator has not been shown separately due to small sample sizes. Chi-square tests were used to compare the 

distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status women to those not classified as socio-economic 
status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table 13: Characteristics of mid-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

personal indicators (SIH) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Main source of 
income is 

income support 
payments 

Year 10 or 
lower 

Low 
personal 
wealth 

All mid-age 
NSW women 

English-language proficiency *** *** *** ***  

Does not speak English well or at all 12.5 6.5 8.2 12.0 5.3 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

9.1 6.9 2.7 9.6 9.3 

English-speaking 78.4 86.6 89.1 78.4 85.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability ns *** *** ***  

Specific limitation/restriction 10.0 24.7 22.5 16.3 10.5 

No specific limitation/restriction 12.7 13.1 12.0 16.2 13.0 

No disability/long-term health condition 77.4 62.2 65.5 67.5 76.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** *** ***  

Non-dependent child 3.1 3.8 4.6 7.6 6.0 

Couple without dependent children 30.2 6.0 25.2 18.2 23.6 

Couple with dependent children 60.6 53.3 39.9 43.3 46.9 

Lone parent 2.2 28.3 19.8 23.0 11.8 

Other family member 0.6 0.2 1.6 0.4 1.5 

Group household 0.4 1.4 1.6 2.6 3.6 

Lone person 2.8 7.0 7.3 4.9 6.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status * *** *** ***  

Full-time student 6.1 6.4 1.1 6.3 3.6 

Part-time student 4.7 4.9 1.4 4.7 8.3 

Not studying 89.1 88.7 97.5 89.0 88.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status *** *** *** ***  

Employed full-time 8.2 2.6 24.8 14.3 40.9 

Employed part-time 12.6 14.0 31.4 23.3 30.1 

Unemployed 7.4 9.6 3.2 7.3 3.1 

Not in the labour force 71.8 73.8 40.6 55.1 26.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 415 404 189 454 1,608 

 
Notes: Chi-square tests were used to compare the distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status 

women to those not classified as socio-economic status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-
economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table 14: Characteristics of mid-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

personal indicators (Census) 

 
Low personal 

income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private renter 

All mid-age 
NSW women  

English-language proficiency      

Does not speak English well or at all 9.9 11.6 7.0 5.0 4.0 

Non–English speaking but speaks 
English well 

29.3 27.0 17.1 26.4 24.2 

Speaks only English 60.8 61.4 75.9 68.6 71.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Indigenous status      

Indigenous 2.3 5.2 15.0 2.8 2.2 

Not Indigenous 97.7 94.8 85.0 97.2 97.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability      

Disability 3.9 5.9 12.7 2.3 2.2 

No disability 96.1 94.1 87.3 97.8 97.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Carer status      

Carer 17.9 20.8 24.0 12.8 15.5 

Not a carer 82.2 79.2 76.0 87.2 84.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship      

Non-dependent child 3.8 2.7 6.6 2.2 5.2 

Couple with dependent children 61.4 36.9 17.9 34.7 46.5 

Couple without dept. children 18.9 9.7 10.7 22.9 22.7 

Lone parent 7.4 35.7 43.6 18.3 12.6 

Other family member 2.5 2.2 2.9 3.8 2.6 

Group household 2.4 2.2 2.6 8.1 3.6 

Lone person 3.6 10.6 15.8 9.9 6.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Study status      

Full-time student 7.2 8.0 4.7 6.3 3.5 

Part-time student 6.6 7.2 5.3 8.3 6.9 

Not a student 86.2 84.8 90.0 85.4 89.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status      

Employed full-time 3.5 8.4 11.6 38.7 39.0 

Employed part-time 21.7 24.3 16.9 27.4 32.9 

Unemployed 10.6 10.1 8.4 5.6 3.8 

Not in the labour force 64.2 57.1 63.1 28.4 24.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(Table continued on next page) 
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Table 14: Characteristics of mid-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status using 

personal indicators (Census) (continued) 

 
Low personal 

income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private renter 

All mid-age 
NSW women  

Remoteness area      

Major cities of Australia (NSW) 77.0 70.3 78.4 78.5 76.8 

Inner regional Australia (NSW) 16.8 20.7 16.4 16.2 17.4 

Outer regional Australia (NSW) 5.7 8.3 4.3 4.8 5.3 

Remote Australia (NSW) 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 

Very remote Australia (NSW) 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

SEIFA Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage    

Most disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(top 20%) 

16.7 21.9 16.7 12.2 12.7 

2nd–4th quintiles 57.2 61.9 72.3 56.7 57.1 

Least disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(bottom 20%) 

26.1 16.2 11.0 31.1 30.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Population size (‘000) 323.6 182.7 46.6 408.7 1,434.8 

 

5.4 Retirement-age women 

The demographic characteristics of retirement-age women (aged 55–74 years) who were classified 

as being of low socio-economic status are examined in this subsection. The SIH data have been 

presented for indicators based on women’s households in Table 15 and those based on women’s 

own characteristics in Table 16. The census data are presented in Table 17. To allow comparison, 

the characteristics of all retirement-age women in NSW are also presented in these tables. 

The analyses of demographic characteristics reveal that: 

 The likelihood of having poor English-language proficiency was significantly greater among 

retirement-age women with low personal wealth (16%) and low household wealth (19%), as well 

as those living in households that received CRA (24%). These percentages compare, according 

to the SIH, to 8% of all retirement-age NSW women having poor English-language proficiency. 

In the Census, differences were apparent among those in public housing (16%), compared to 

7% overall. 

 A very small percentage of retirement-age women in NSW were identified in the Census as 

Indigenous (1%), but 6% of retirement-age women in public housing were Indigenous. 

 According to the Census, 6% of all retirement-age women in NSW had a disability. Within these 

Census data, the percentage having a disability was more likely among women in each of the 

lower socio-economic status groups defined on low personal income (10%), low equivalised 

household income (11%), living in public housing (20%) and living in privately rented 

households (10%). Using the SIH, 20% of women were identified as having a disability that 

involved a specific limitation or restriction. This percentage was higher in all of the low socio-

economic status groups, except for those with a low personal income. In particular, 47% of 

retirement-aged women living in households with low wealth and 41% with low personal wealth 

had a disability, as defined by the SIH. 

 For this age group, carer rates did not appear to vary a great deal according to whether the 

individual or household was classified as being of lower socio-economic status. 
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Relationship in household differences were apparent: 

 Partnered women without dependent children were over-represented among those classified as 

low socio-economic status based on their personal income. 

 With low socio-economic status based on household wealth, equivalised household income and 

housing tenure, couple women without dependent children were somewhat under-represented 

relative to the whole population. This was particularly so for housing tenure. 

 Lone parents were over-represented when the measures were based on housing tenure. 

 Lone women were over-represented in the low socio-economic status groups based on 

household wealth and household equivalised incomes, and housing tenure. 

The analyses of demographic characteristics reveal that: 

 On all indicators, women in the lower socio-economic status groups were more likely to be not 

in the labour force (77–94%, using the SIH, compared to 66% for all NSW retirement-age 

women). 

 Very few retirement-age women were unemployed, either overall or in the low socio-economic 

status groups. 

Some differences according to the regional variables were apparent for retirement-age women in 

NSW: 

 Women living in public housing were more often living in major cities (83%), when compared 

to the overall distribution for retirement-age women (69%). 

 Overall, 14% of retirement-age women were living in the most disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 

and 28% were living in the least disadvantaged. Women with low equivalised household 

incomes were a little more likely to be living in the most disadvantaged areas (17%) and less 

likely to be living in the least disadvantaged areas (14%). This is true also of women living in 

public housing (17% in the most disadvantaged areas, and 14% in the least disadvantaged). 
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Table 15: Characteristics of retirement-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic 

status using household indicators (SIH) 

 
Low equivalised 

HH income 
Low household 

wealth 
Household in 

receipt of CRA 
All retirement-

age NSW women 

English-language proficiency * ** *  

Does not speak English well or at all 10.3 18.5 23.8 7.5 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

5.9 3.2 3.4 7.0 

English-speaking 83.8 78.3 72.8 85.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability *** *** *  

Specific limitation/restriction 34.8 47.4 29.0 20.3 

No specific limitation/restriction 28.8 24.4 33.5 30.7 

No disability/long-term health condition 36.4 28.2 37.5 49.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** **  

Non-dependent child 0.5 0.3 0.6 1.1 

Couple without dependent children 51.5 13.0 31.3 62.9 

Couple with dependent children 4.0 6.5 11.8 6.2 

Lone parent 4.3 28.7 10.2 7.7 

Other family member 0.6 0.0 5.4 2.4 

Group household 0.5 2.0 0.1 0.8 

Lone person 38.6 49.5 40.5 18.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status *** *** *  

Employed full-time 0.9 5.4 13.9 13.7 

Employed part-time 8.6 12.9 0.0 18.8 

Unemployed 2.0 0.3 0.0 1.1 

Not in the labour force 88.6 81.4 86.1 66.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 183 332 49 916 

 
Notes: Public housing as an indicator has not been shown separately due to small sample sizes. Chi-square tests were used to compare the 

distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status women to those not classified as socio-economic 
status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; 
** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 75 

Table 16: Characteristics of retirement-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic 

status using personal indicators (SIH) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Main source 
income is 
income 
support 

payments 
Year 10 or 

lower 

Low 
personal 
wealth 

All retirement-
age NSW 
women 

English-language proficiency ns ** ns ***  

Does not speak English well or at all 14.8 10.9 8.7 15.7 7.5 

Non–English speaking, speaks English 
well or very well 

9.3 7.8 6.9 8.6 7.0 

English-speaking 76.0 81.3 84.5 75.6 85.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability ns *** ** ***  

Specific limitation/restriction 15.6 28.4 23.8 40.8 20.3 

No specific limitation/restriction 32.1 38.2 30.5 31.0 30.7 

No disability/long-term health condition 52.3 33.4 45.7 28.2 49.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship *** *** ns ***  

Non-dependent child 1.0 0.4 1.2 0.6 1.1 

Couple without dependent children 74.0 55.4 62.5 45.4 62.9 

Couple with dependent children 11.4 5.9 6.2 6.5 6.2 

Lone parent 3.6 7.5 7.7 12.5 7.7 

Other family member 1.1 4.7 3.1 6.9 2.4 

Group household 0.6 0.6 1.2 1.5 0.8 

Lone person 8.5 25.5 18.1 26.7 18.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status *** *** *** ***  

Employed full-time 1.0 0.0 8.0 0.6 13.7 

Employed part-time 11.9 5.0 13.4 5.7 18.8 

Unemployed 1.3 1.1 1.0 1.8 1.1 

Not in the labour force 85.8 94.0 77.6 91.8 66.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 533 231 542 106 916 

 
Notes: Chi-square tests were used to compare the distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status 

women to those not classified as socio-economic status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-
economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 76 

Table 17: Characteristics of retirement-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic 

status (Census) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private 
renter 

All retirement-
age NSW 
women 

English-language proficiency      

Does not speak English well or at all 12.7 10.3 15.5 10.3 6.9 

Non–English speaking, speaks 
English well or very well 

16.1 14.2 14.1 13.9 14.3 

Speaks only English 71.3 75.5 70.4 75.9 78.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Indigenous status      

Indigenous 1.3 1.8 6.3 2.5 1.3 

Not Indigenous 98.7 98.2 93.7 97.5 98.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability      

Disability 9.7 10.5 20.0 9.8 6.7 

No disability 90.3 89.5 80.0 90.2 93.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Carer status      

Carer 21.5 18.3 17.3 17.7 20.8 

Not a carer 78.5 81.7 82.7 82.3 79.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship      

Couple with dependent children 3.7 2.0 2.1 3.5 3.9 

Couple without dependent children 76.7 52.8 27.9 41.1 61.8 

Lone parent 4.4 4.0 14.8 12.5 7.1 

Other family member 4.2 2.8 5.1 7.9 4.3 

Group household 1.2 0.9 2.6 5.1 2.2 

Lone person 9.4 37.1 46.3 29.2 19.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Labour force status      

Employed full-time 1.7 2.4 4.2 20.2 16.7 

Employed part-time 8.8 8.1 7.3 18.0 19.2 

Unemployed 2.4 1.9 1.5 2.5 1.2 

Not in the labour force 87.1 87.6 87.0 59.2 62.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Remoteness area      

Major cities of Australia (NSW) 67.4 62.6 82.8 67.8 68.6 

Inner regional Australia (NSW) 23.5 26.5 13.7 23.5 23.1 

Outer regional Australia (NSW) 8.5 10.2 3.0 8.0 7.7 

Remote Australia (NSW) 0.5 0.6 0.3 0.5 0.5 

Very remote Australia (NSW) 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(Table continued on next page) 
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Table 17: Characteristics of retirement-age women in NSW classified as low socio-economic 

status (Census) (continued) 

 

Low 
personal 
income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private 
renter 

All retirement-
age NSW 
women 

SEIFA Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage 

Most disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(top 20%) 

16.8 17.4 17.0 15.4 13.6 

2nd–4th quintiles 61.1 64.8 68.6 59.6 58.3 

Least disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(bottom 20%) 

22.2 17.8 14.4 25.1 28.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Population size (‘000) 225.9 159.3 30.9 72.3 667.2 

 

5.5 Older women 

This subsection now focuses on older women (those aged 75 and over) in NSW. These results are 

presented in Tables 18 and 19. Some SIH indicators were not used for this age group, as sample 

sizes were too small. 

The key findings for the demographic variables were: 

 Poor English-language proficiency was again a feature of some of the low socio-economic status 

groups, particular those identified by low personal wealth or low personal income. Other 

findings from the SIH were not statistically significant. In the Census, high rates of poor 

English-language proficiency (23%) were apparent for those in public housing, compared to 

10% among all older NSW women having poor English-language proficiency. 

 Less than 1% of older women in NSW were Indigenous, but a slightly higher percentage of 

those in public housing were Indigenous (2%). 

 Disability rates varied somewhat, depending on which measure of socio-economic status was 

used, with the highest percentage of NSW older women having a disability being those in public 

housing (38%) according to the Census, compared to 27% overall. Using the SIH, the one 

statistically significant finding for having a disability was in relation to low household wealth—

53% compared to 35% overall for this age group. 

 Overall, 11% of older women were identified as carers. Among older women with low personal 

income in the SIH, 14% were carers, but in the Census carer rates were lower than the overall 

average in other low socio-economic status groups. 

The key findings for relationship in household were: 

 Lone women were over-represented among those classified as low socio-economic status based 

on household wealth, low equivalised household income and being in public housing. 

 Couple women were over-represented among those classified as low socio-economic status 

based on their personal income. 

 Women living as an “other family member” were over-represented among those with low 

personal wealth, but not when based on household measures. 

Looking at the area-level measures: 

 Differences were not very great according to the remoteness of lower socio-economic status 

women, compared to the overall remoteness distribution for all older NSW women. The one 

clear difference was that women living in public housing were more likely to be living in major 

city areas of NSW (84%), and less likely to be living in inner regional areas (13%) when 

compared to all older NSW women (69% and 23% respectively). 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 78 

 Overall, 14% of older NSW women lived in the most disadvantaged areas of NSW and 28% in 

the least disadvantaged areas. The percentage in the most disadvantaged areas was somewhat 

higher among women in each of the lower socio-economic status groups, most notably for 

those in public housing (17% in most disadvantaged areas and 19% in least disadvantaged 

areas). 

 

Table 18: Characteristics of older women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status (SIH) 

 
Low HH 
wealth 

HH in receipt 
of CRA 

Low 
personal 
income 

Main source 
of income is 

income 
support 

payments 
Year 10 or 

lower 

Low 
personal 
wealth 

All older 
NSW women 

English proficiency ns ns ** ns ns ns  

Does not speak 
English well or at all 

11.7 1.8 27.5 11.6 10.5 23.4 10.4 

Non–English speaking, 
speaks English well or 
very well 

0.3 1.4 11.2 4.1 4.0 0.4 4.0 

English speaking 88.0 96.9 61.3 84.3 85.5 76.2 85.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability ** ns ns ns ns ns  

Specific 
limitation/restriction 

53.0 53.2 22.2 37.0 35.6 47.7 35.1 

No specific limitation/ 
restriction 

31.2 24.0 45.6 38.9 38.4 25.3 39.1 

No disability/long-term 
health condition 

15.8 22.8 32.2 24.1 26.0 27.0 25.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship * ** *** ns ns ***  

Couple without 
dependent children 

5.9 18 67.2 30.7 30.6 16.7 30.4 

Lone parent 7.1 2.1 8.6 10.8 10.4 5.9 11.7 

Other family member 1.2 2.7 4.7 10.1 9.0 22.6 8.8 

Group household 4.7 10.4 18.5 0.8 0.4 1.5 0.7 

Lone person 81.2 66.8 0.9 46.9 49.6 53.3 47.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Sample size 176 19 278 75 332 48 363 

 
Notes: Low equivalised household income, household in receipt of CRA and public housing have not been shown due to small sample sizes. 

Chi-square tests were used to compare the distribution of each of the demographic characteristics of low socio-economic status 
women to those not classified as socio-economic status, one indicator at a time. Characteristics of women not classified as low socio-
economic status have not been shown. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001; ns = not significant. 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table 19: Characteristics of older women in NSW classified as low socio-economic status 

(Census) 

 
Low personal 

income 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

Rent—Public 
housing 

Rent—
Private renter 

All older 
NSW women 

English-language proficiency      

Does not speak English well or at all 16.4 10.5 23.3 14.0 9.7 

Non–English speaking, speaks 
English well or very well 

11.7 10.1 8.8 8.2 9.4 

Speaks only English 71.9 79.4 67.9 77.9 80.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Indigenous status      

Indigenous 0.5 0.6 2.3 1.3 0.5 

Not Indigenous 99.5 99.4 97.7 98.7 99.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Has a disability      

Disability 29.4 24.3 37.7 30.0 26.6 

No disability 70.6 75.7 62.3 70.0 73.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Carer status      

Carer 14.2 8.9 7.4 9.1 10.6 

Not a carer 85.8 91.1 92.6 90.9 89.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Family relationship      

Couple without dependent children 60.6 30.9 17.2 25.4 34.3 

Lone parent 6.4 2.6 11.9 10.2 9.6 

Other family member 10.0 2.8 4.9 11.0 9.1 

Group household 0.7 0.4 1.4 2.6 1.4 

Lone person 22.2 63.3 64.5 50.6 45.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Remoteness area      

Major cities of Australia (NSW) 70.5 67.3 84.3 61.9 69.3 

Inner regional Australia (NSW) 21.8 24.2 12.6 27.4 23.2 

Outer regional Australia (NSW) 7.2 8.1 2.9 10.1 7.1 

Remote Australia (NSW) 0.4 0.4 0.1 0.5 0.4 

Very remote Australia (NSW) 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

SEIFA Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage    

Most disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(top 20%) 

15.9 15.1 17.4 16.0 13.6 

2nd–4th quintiles 59.2 62.4 63.8 61.2 58.3 

Least disadvantaged LGAs of NSW 
(bottom 20%) 

25.0 22.5 18.8 22.8 28.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Population size (‘000) 65.9 87.6 11.7 17.8 232.6 
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5.6 Summary of risk factors for low socio-economic status over the life 
course 

Across a broad range of the measures of socio-economic status used in this section, and across the 

different life stages, some demographic characteristics of more disadvantaged women are apparent. 

Higher rates of being Indigenous, having poorer English-language proficiency, having a disability or 

being a carer were apparent among women of lower socio-economic status, according to a number 

of the measures used, and within most of the life stage groups. There was some variation across 

specific measures and across life stages in the strength of these associations. 

Women’s relationship in household was a factor in their identification as being of lower socio-

economic status, but as discussed in Section 4, different measures of socio-economic status identify 

different groups of women. Specifically, lone-parent and lone-women households were over-

represented in the groups identified as being of lower socio-economic status based on household 

income and wealth. Dependent students, partnered women and older women living in “other 

family” households were over-represented in the lower socio-economic status groups based on 

individual income and wealth. 

Women classified as being of lower socio-economic status more often lived in LGAs that were 

identified as being more disadvantaged, when measures of socio-economic status were based on 

household characteristics. This would be expected to some extent, as areas are classified as being 

more or less disadvantaged by the characteristics of people and households within those areas. 
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6 Policy implications 

6.1 Introduction 

An extensive research literature highlights the significance of socio-economic status in explaining 

disparities in outcomes among women across the life course, including in areas such as education, 

employment and health (see McLachlan et al., 2013). Developing and implementing appropriate 

policy responses require an understanding of why such disparities occur, and which women they 

affect. This first requires appreciation of the challenges in the measurement of socio-economic 

status. In this report we have described some of these key challenges, some of which, of course, 

also apply to measuring the socio-economic positions of men. 

In the first subsection below, we provide a brief overview of how measurement issues matter in 

relation to the development and evaluation of policies and programs across the life course. 

The second subsection provides a discussion of key issues that policy-makers confront in providing 

programs and supports to improve life chances and ameliorate the effects of low socio-economic 

status. 

Of course, low socio-economic status and vulnerability to such a situation are states into which 

women can move into or out of, depending on the opportunities and supports available to them, 

and this is covered in the last subsection. 

It is beyond the scope of this report—covering women of all ages and of the full range of 

circumstances they may experience—to comprehensively cover all areas of policy relevant to socio-

economic status and the disadvantages that attend it. McLachlan et al. (2013) provided a discussion 

of the policy issues relating more broadly to socio-economic status. 

6.2 Socio-economic status, gender and policy: Measurement issues 

For the formulation of social policy to improve the socio-economic status of women, it is necessary 

to develop a clear understanding of how gender and age intersect in women’s experiences of 

disadvantage. Here, we have seen that gaining insights into age disparities in socio-economic status 

is complicated by the vastly different circumstances of women across the life course. Indicators of 

socio-economic status among young women may not have the same meaning (or value) when used 

to assess the socio-economic status of older women. Further, the different experiences of women 

across the life course, and the generational and cohort changes that are always occurring, mean 

there is a need to monitor differences in women’s (and men’s) socio-economic status, to consider 

how different life experiences will lead to later life outcomes, for different age cohorts. 

The development of policies, programs and services that address socio-economic status will 

undoubtedly require the definition of eligibility criteria, whether policies are to be broadly focused 

on the whole population or tightly targeted, consistent with a progressive/proportionate 

universalist approach. Section 5 of this report underlines how the choice of indicator makes a 

difference in terms of which women are classified as low socio-economic status, and this is relevant 

if such indicators are used to assess eligibility for programs, services or supports. Use of one 

indicator (such as receiving income support) may result in the targeting of a different (possibly 

more disadvantaged) group of women than would be targeted using another indicator (such as 

women’s personal incomes). It is of course the case that such matters are often well thought 

through in policy development, with policy-makers generally being very aware of their target 

population. 

In selecting a socio-economic status indicator our analyses showed that a key decision is whether 

women’s own characteristics or women’s household characteristics better reflect their socio-

economic status. Quite different groups of women are identified as low socio-economic status, 

depending on which indicators are used. When basing an indicator on personal income, many 
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women who would be likely to be sharing the resources of others were classified as being of lower 

socio-economic status; for example, dependent students and partnered mid-age women who were 

caring for children. However, these women were often not living in low-income households, at 

least as defined here. 

While it seems likely that women identified as being of low income according to both their personal 

and household incomes would be especially disadvantaged, it is important to be mindful that the 

definitions of low income—personal or household—used in this report are somewhat arbitrary, as 

are the definitions of low wealth. They provide an indication of having relatively low income (or 

wealth) when compared to other people in the population. In the case of low personal income, 

some income support payment recipients were not included, because their rate of payment is 

somewhat over the threshold of low income used here. In the case of household income, we used 

equivalised household income, given that this means household income has been adjusted to take 

account of the different financial needs of families with different compositions. For determining 

eligibility to payments or services, household income would not typically be equivalised, although 

certain sources of income may be exempt from calculations. Putting aside measurement concerns 

though, it does seem likely that women with access to low personal and low household resources 

would be most at risk of experiencing disadvantage, and so likely to be an important target group 

for policy. 

As we have noted throughout this report, it is important to consider that for policy, as in research, 

a measure of socio-economic status needs to be chosen that best fits the question of interest, 

whether that measure is used to indicate eligibility for some intervention or service, or whether it is 

to be used to assess outcomes. Most importantly, this research has shown that an indicator based 

on women’s personal characteristics is likely to mean a focus on different women than would be 

targeted if women’s household characteristics were used. 

There is especially a need for appropriate data that allows the monitoring of the socio-economic 

status of women and the identification of women who are not faring well in socio-economic status 

terms. There is also a need for programs and services to be evaluated effectively, to allow the 

identification of policies that do (and do not) work for women. As such, gender issues need to be 

considered when exploring and reporting on findings. Consideration of gender, age or cohort issues 

should be central in the policy development process, so that intended as well as unintended 

consequences, especially for women, can be considered. 

6.3 Broad policy approaches to improve women’s life chances 

Many policy platforms have been established that aim to improve the life chances of women and 

also of men. Gender differences do not necessarily apply in all these approaches. Overall, the 

Commonwealth and state governments of Australia have very many policies in place that attend to 

concerns related to socio-economic status. Such policies include those that address opportunities 

for education, employment, adequate housing and health care. For example, the NSW Government 

outlined various goals, and the priority actions underlying each goal, in the report NSW 2021: A 

Plan to Make NSW Number One (NSW Department of Premier and Cabinet [DPC], 2011). A 

number of these have direct relevance to the socio-economic status of individuals and households 

in NSW. We refer to some examples of these goals and strategies below, where applicable. 

Our discussion of policies is structured to align with those indicators of socio-economic status that 

have been explored in this report, specifically, those relating to educational attainment, income, 

wealth and housing. We have not attempted to cover the provision of disability and health policies 

in this report, although they are relevant to the socio-economic status of many women across the 

life cycle. 
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Education 

In this report, we have seen that educational attainment is not necessarily a good indicator of socio-

economic status across the life course. A single indicator such as having completed Year 10 in 

secondary school, is highly specific to each age cohort, and having limited formal education does 

not mean the same thing across all ages of women. Those born in different decades will have had 

very different experiences that are reflected in cohort difference, or “secular trends”. It is also 

questionable whether educational attainment (achieved, for many, early in life) is a useful marker of 

socio-economic status at the older ages. 

Despite there being certain problems with using educational attainment as a measure of socio-

economic status, it remains true that for women growing up today, education is a key pathway to 

better socio-economic status, to improved outcomes in a range of areas and providing 

opportunities for social mobility. As such, education remains a vital focus of government policy 

(NSW DPC, 2011). 

A focus on education as a strategy to improve outcomes for girls and women is one strongly 

advocated by the OECD (2012). In the first instance, this relates to school completion and the 

achievement of post-school qualifications, and in this regard, women in NSW and Australia are 

doing quite well, with their rates of school completion and participation in tertiary education being 

higher than those of men (ABS, 2001; Booth & Kee, 2011). However, the most recent Women in 

NSW (2013) report noted that in 2011 girls had lower school completion rates than boys (71% 

compared to 73%), which represents a marked change in trends from previous years. Possible 

explanations for this are discussed by Women NSW, but part of the explanation appears to be a 

lack of growth in high school completion of lower socio-economic status girls, contrasted against 

increased rates of school completion by lower socio-economic status boys. Statistics on the 

completion of post-secondary qualifications in NSW, however, reveal that women have high 

enrolment and completion rates relative to men (Women NSW, 2013). 

The NSW Government acknowledges the value of education, in particular with a goal to “improve 

education and learning outcomes for all students”, and having set targets related to early childhood 

education, literacy, high school completion and higher level tertiary qualifications. For example, 

priority actions relating to higher level tertiary qualifications include: “provide personalised learning 

solutions, flexible training options, career counselling, and language, literacy and numeracy support 

to help people achieve higher level qualifications”; and “provide targeted training in areas of 

employment growth for students in regional and rural areas, Aboriginal people and women” (NSW 

DPC, 2011, p. 14). 

Educational attainment is paramount in forming the foundation for labour force attachment, and 

education is therefore also mentioned within the NSW Government’s goals to “improve the 

performance of the NSW economy” (with a specific target to “increase the proportion of young 

people in employment or learning”; NSW DPC, 2013, p. 7) and “strengthen the NSW skill base” 

(which includes a number of targets and priority actions related to education; p. 14). Addressing 

issues for young people is especially relevant in light of the high rates of youth unemployment that 

Australia is currently experiencing (ABS, 2013b). Recent research on the effects of past economic 

downturns on youth unemployment emphasises the protective role that education plays in 

improving labour market outcomes, especially for young women (Vu, Gorgens, & Bray, 2012). 

For women (more so than for men), one of the life events that can interrupt women’s education 

and early transitions into employment is early childbearing. A specific example of a place-based 

program aimed at re-engaging, primarily young women, with education is the Commonwealth 

Department of Employment’s Helping Young Parents (HYP) program. HYP aims to provide 

young parents with intensive support to help them continue their education and complete Year 12 

or attain an equivalent qualification. In addition to helping young parents re-engage with education, 

HYP also involves the provision of support services to help young parents ensure the health and 

wellbeing of their children (Department of Human Services, 2012). The importance to their later 
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outcomes of young women completing school was shown with analyses of NSW data in the 

Women NSW (2013) report. 

Programs and services that provide opportunities for women to re-engage with education at 

different points across the life course are also important. Access to education (or life-long learning) 

is also appropriate at older ages, and this may be particularly relevant to women who seek to access 

training or further education when they wish to return to work after an extended break (OECD, 

2012). The analyses of educational experiences of women in NSW by Women NSW (2013) 

revealed that “many women took up opportunities for ‘second chance’ education through their 

twenties and thirties, with the vocational education and training system providing an important 

vehicle for this choice” (p. 70). The Women NSW report showed that women’s participation in 

work-related learning was slightly higher than that of men. As noted by the Australian Human 

Rights Commission (2009), being unable to access education can limit older women’s labour market 

opportunities, and compromise their ability to build the savings and superannuation assets to fund 

their retirement. Access to education or training may be especially useful for women who 

experience a negative life event, such as a job loss or a relationship separation, as a means of 

providing them with new opportunities in the labour market. 

Another area in which policies may help to address the socio-economic status of women is in 

relation to the fields of study undertaken by young women. There are still gendered patterns in 

fields of study (Women NSW, 2013), which has implications for gendered opportunities in the 

labour market over the life course (AHRC, 2009). This was discussed in the OECD (2012) report, 

Closing the Gender Gap. Related to this, the priority theme of the 55th UN Commission on the Status 

of Women was “access and participation of women and girls in education, training, science and 

technology, including for the promotion of women’s equal access to full employment and decent 

work”.31 The NSW Government also recognises this as a key area of focus, with a target to increase 

women’s representation in non-traditional occupations, and a key priority action to “increase the 

number of women completing apprenticeships in non–traditional trades through mentoring, the 

introduction of part–time apprenticeships and highlighting training pathways and career 

opportunities in trades for younger women” (NSW DPC, 2011, p. 7). 

Income: Earnings and transfers 

Throughout this report, we have considered a number of indicators of socio-economic status that 

are based upon women’s access to income, including their own income, the household income, and 

the main source of income. In this subsection, we focus on the ways in which women may gain 

access to sufficient income to meet their financial needs. The main policy focus of this has been on 

engagement in paid work. It is also particularly relevant to note the role of income support 

payments (or income transfers) in this regard. 

Access to employment and a secure income stream is now seen as being important for women as 

well as men and increasingly it is recognised that policies that facilitate the employment of workers 

with family responsibilities are essential if women’s (especially mothers’) employment is to be 

supported (Adema & Whiteford, 2007). Being employed matters to a woman’s current socio-

economic status, and also has flow-on effects throughout life. As noted by Women NSW (2013), 

“paid employment is particularly important for building private retirement savings and for housing 

security. For governments, labour market participation is inversely related to welfare dependence 

and is therefore a significant factor affecting government expenditure” (p. 95). 

For women, there have been very significant changes in the Australian labour market in the years 

following the Second World War, meaning that subsequent cohorts of women have faced quite 

different employment opportunities. In the 1960s, the Australian Public Service marriage bar was 

                                                      
31 See the commission’s website at: <www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/55sess.htm#priority>. 
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lifted (1966) and equal pay cases commenced (1969). Employment during the childbearing years 

would have increasingly been supported by the availability of maternity leave and child care (for 

details, refer to Baxter, 2005, and Young, 1990). More recently, the Fair Work Act 2009 and the 

National Employment Standards underpin minimum employment conditions and entitlements, 

including provisions intended to directly support work and family balance. Such changes have been 

intended to increase employment opportunities for women by improving employment conditions 

and prohibiting discrimination. 

Employment policies have most relevance for young women and women to whom we have 

referred as mid-age in this report, although later in life, while women are in their retirement ages, 

there are increasing numbers remaining in employment. Policies directed to these later years may 

become more important in the future, as retirement-age women may themselves be faced with 

work–family challenges associated with caring responsibilities for grandchildren as well as for other 

family members. 

Governments often focus their attention with regard to socio-economic concerns on providing a 

safety net of income support payments that provides a minimum income stream for those who are 

unable to access sufficient income through employment. At certain life stages, this assistance is 

more widely available. For example, Australian Governments have recognised the additional costs 

associated with raising children, have maintained a strong system of family payments to provide a 

significant level of financial support to families with children and have directed support to those 

most in need. For older women, the aged pension provides support for those who do not have 

sufficient income from their own investments or superannuation. 

The adequacy of income support payments matters with respect to the degree to which those 

reliant on these payments can meet their financial obligations. We have seen in this report that the 

value of these payments makes a difference as to whether or not, in measurement terms, women 

are classified as lower socio-economic status. The adequacy of these payments and also the 

supplementary concessions (and, for example, access to housing assistance) need constant policy 

attention. This is a complex policy area, as the adequacy of these payments needs to be weighed 

against labour force participation disincentives (Apps & Rees, 2005; Toohey, 2005). Child care 

subsidies, such as the Australian Government’s Child Care Benefit and Child Care Rebate, are 

forms of government support that facilitate labour force participation and financial independence, 

especially for women in their childbearing years. 

Income support payments, their availability and adequacy, are key policy issues for older women 

given the very different norms and opportunities that have prevailed through their lifetimes. Many 

older women may not have established careers or achieved financial independence separately from 

that of their partner. Those who did participate in the labour force prior to the equal pay cases of 

1969 will have spent part of their career in a labour market where there was institutionalised pay 

discrimination. As a result, personal savings, levels of wealth and superannuation assets may be 

quite limited, such that many may need financial support through their older years. We return to 

this below, in discussing assets and housing. 

As a final note in this section on income, one of the areas that the OECD (2012) noted in Closing 

the Gender Gap is that a key policy focus should be on improving the financial literacy of women. 

Such a focus could begin by teaching girls in schools about financial planning, and provide 

opportunities for women to learn about the consequences of employment decisions for their future 

financial security. For young (and mid-age) women today, this might especially apply to providing 

education about the importance of superannuation, and the consequences of career interruptions 

(or extended periods of part-time work) on their accumulation of superannuation. The OECD 

cited Australia as being an example of a country that has initiated a program addressing financial 

literacy for women—the Women Understanding Money research campaign in 2008 (see also Hung, 

Yoong, & Brown, 2012; Taylor & Wagland, 2011). 
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The nexus between wealth and housing 

As discussed above, women’s lifetime employment patterns—their time in and out of employment, 

their occupations and hours in work and subsequent earnings—all contribute to financial security 

later in life. In the area of “wealth”, much of the attention for women has been related to the 

degree to which their superannuation and other assets will allow them to have an adequate standard 

of living in their old age. We discuss that first, and then turn to the issue of housing. 

We saw through this report that wealth accumulates over the life course, in terms of personal as 

well as household wealth (which for most people is primarily equity in the home). Indicators of 

socio-economic status based on wealth were most useful at older ages. 

A significant focus in addressing the financial wellbeing of women later in life has been on 

retirement savings and superannuation (see, for example, Keegan, Harding, & Kelly, 2012). As 

noted previously, raising awareness of the importance of this as a means of planning for old age, 

for women of all ages, is an important way forward. Today’s young women will enter their old age 

having had very different lifetime employment patterns to those of the older women of today, 

which is likely to have large consequences for their financial wellbeing. Lifetime employment 

patterns and the associated receipt of income contribute to women’s ability to personally save and 

invest in assets (such as housing) and superannuation. Among older women, wage inequality 

combined with interrupted working lives will have left many of these women with diminished 

equity and retirement savings at the end of their working lives (de Vaus, Gray, Qu, & Stanton, 

2007). 

Prior to the introduction of the compulsory superannuation scheme in Australia, superannuation 

was most often accessed by men and full-time public servants (Women NSW, 2012), and so policy 

attention to superannuation has been an important direction for addressing the financial security of 

women. 

Of course, retirement-age and older women who are in couple families should have access to the 

combined assets and wealth that have been accrued over the lifetime of that couple, and so their 

own personal financial resources may not reflect the resources they have access to, as we have 

discussed throughout this report. Where difficulties can arise for retirement-age and older women 

(and also at younger ages) is when a relationship ends or when a partner dies (de Vaus et al., 2007; 

Qu et al., 2012). As seen in Section 4, a significant proportion of women in the retirement-age and 

older groups are living alone as a result of relationship breakdown or the death of a partner. These 

women can experience significant hardships, which may result in women needing additional 

financial supports and access to services (de Vaus et al., 2007). 

De Vaus et al. (2007) suggested that the financial circumstances for these women could be 

improved through encouragement of greater labour market participation prior to retirement age, 

being assisted to obtain further education or retraining following divorce, and being supported to 

remain in the workforce and thereby delay retirement. They concluded, however, that “increased 

labour market earnings alone will almost certainly not completely offset the negative financial 

consequences of divorce for older people” (p. 21). Their analysis showed, in fact, that remarriage is 

the most successful way of avoiding financial hardship for these women. Policies in the area of 

family law are especially important in protecting the interests of women (and, if applicable, their 

families) who are in these situations (de Vaus et al., 2007; Fehlberg, Behrens, & Kaspiew, 2008). 

In regard to housing, women, especially single women, are a group who are increasingly vulnerable 

to housing insecurity and at risk of homelessness in old age (McFerran, 2010). We say in this report 

that among retirement-age and older women, those living alone were over-represented among 

those identified in these age groups as being lower socio-economic status. While the financial 

independence gained from education and sustained labour force participation is fundamental in 

providing women with housing security, public policy that fosters these will not be effective for 

women who have reached the end of their working lives. For these women, the adequacy of 

subsidies for those renting privately or in the social housing system are more salient policy levers 



Socio-economic status of women across the life course in NSW 

Family and Community Services and Australian Institute of Family Studies 87 

for ensuring their residential security (Sharam, 2011). Given the ageing of the population, policies 

addressing housing for older women (and men) are likely to become more important. For some 

discussions on this topic, refer to (Bradbury & Gubhaju, 2010; Darab & Hartman, 2012; Kendig & 

Gardner, 1997; Morris, 2009; Sharam, 2011) 

Housing policy is relevant across the life cycle for women. The AIHW (2013) discussed the range 

of ways in which individuals and families are assisted to find and sustain adequate housing, noting, 

for example, that young people are a vulnerable group in the housing market, given their lack of 

financial assets and rental history. We will not review further issues related to housing, given the 

breadth of this subject, but refer to the quite extensive Australian literature on related issues that 

have relevance for women (see, for example, Beer & Faulkner, 2008; Faulkner, 2007; Mudd, 

Tesfaghiorghis, & Bray, 2001). 

6.4 Vulnerable women and targeted policy approaches 

Acknowledging that in NSW, as in the rest of Australia, there are women who experience 

disadvantage, whichever indicator of low socio-economic status is used, policy approaches are 

needed that allow for adequate supports and services for these women and their families. Such 

approaches may focus on alleviating the experience of disadvantage. They may help women to 

protect their own family from continuing on a path of disadvantage, or help them to avoid 

disadvantage following the experience of a negative life event such as a relationship breakdown or 

the death of a partner. (See Moloney et al., 2012, for analyses and discussions of the ways in which 

life events can trigger other difficulties.) 

We saw in Section 5 that low socio-economic status women (again, depending on how measured) 

often have a higher representation of those groups typically thought to be at “at risk”. These 

include those from non-English speaking backgrounds, Indigenous women, those with a disability 

and women with caring responsibilities. Our findings were consistent with expectations in this 

regard. For example, similar findings were discussed in the AHRC’s (2009) report, which noted 

barriers to educational attainment among Indigenous women, women of culturally and linguistically 

diverse backgrounds, and women with disability. 

We were unable to examine all characteristics of women in these analyses, and would expect that 

other vulnerable or at-risk women in these lower socio-economic status groups could include 

women who have experienced hardship in different ways, through physical or mental health 

problems, or through violence or abuse. For examples of how particular hardships or “triggers” can 

result in a cascade of difficulties, refer to Hand et al. (2011). Addressing issues for those who 

experience mental health difficulties, reducing the incidence of domestic violence, and looking after 

the health of population are all broad areas of focus within the NSW Government’s stated goals 

(NSW DPC, 2011). 

Addressing barriers to education, employment and income as well as adequate housing for those 

who are vulnerable or at risk continues to be an important policy focus. Importantly, services and 

programs that address these barriers need to be sensitive to the particular needs (cultural or 

otherwise) of women. It is also important to note that there may be limitations in the outcomes that 

can realistically be achieved in designing policies for women from socio-economically 

disadvantaged backgrounds. For example, those with significant physical or mental health 

restrictions may not be in a position to take up additional training or education or to enter 

employment without first attending to these health concerns. 

Another important issue is the extent to which policies aimed at different dimensions of 

disadvantage work together. A policy designed to improve wellbeing in one area, if not well 

planned, may have unintended consequences in another, or indeed may simply not be effective 

because of other unaddressed problems. For women, a simple example is that regardless of the 

availability of employment programs and suitable jobs, mothers of young children may not be in a 

position to take up employment if they do not have access to suitable child care. Other 
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consequences may flow, for example, from providing housing in disadvantaged areas. While the 

provision of housing may be welcome, if not situated within a safe neighbourhood, it may restrict 

women’s opportunities for education and employment (Hand et al., 2011). 

Providing adequate supports (interventions) for women and families with complex needs is 

challenging. This is where the particular focus of policy has been on providing integrated services, 

with the “no wrong door” approach advocated to provide ways in which women (as well as men 

and children) can readily gain access to assistance (Moloney et al., 2012). As stated by Robinson, 

Scott, Meredith, Nair, and Higgins (2012, p. 2), in discussing issues for families and children: 

The problems faced by children and families are often multiple and inter-connected, 

requiring more than a single service response (Bromfield, Lamont, Parker, & Horsfall, 

2010). Collaboration between service providers and the delivery of “wrap-around” or 

“joined- up” services are increasingly seen as being more successful in engaging with 

vulnerable families and providing the multi-layered support that delivers better 

outcomes for children and their families (Katz & valentine, 2009; McArthur & 

Thomson, 2011). 

A particular issue relates to the fact that lower socio-economic status women, or women who are 

likely to be vulnerable, are sometimes living in more disadvantaged areas, in which job 

opportunities may be limited, and in some cases, transport options may be inadequate and concerns 

around safety (for themselves or for their children) may act as further barriers to participation in 

the workforce (Hand et al., 2011). “Place-based” approaches seek to provide services that are 

integrated within a community, such that families or individuals with complex needs can be better 

looked after. Again, as stated by Robinson et al. (2012): 

Joined-up, wrap-around service delivery has been particularly successful in 

disadvantaged communities. As a result of broader economic, social and structural 

factors, some communities are disadvantaged due to deficits in several resource 

domains. It is the lack of resources, rather than the family or community type, which 

increases families’ vulnerability to poor outcomes. Disadvantaged neighbourhoods 

and communities—which may be characterised by high unemployment, high crime 

rates, lack of services and social supports, or poor community and social 

infrastructure—can compound vulnerability for individuals and families, in particular 

children. Conversely, strong, cohesive communities can provide important social 

supports and informal networks which play an important protective role for 

individuals, families and children and decrease the risk of negative outcomes. (p. 2) 

In short, these broad concerns are all directly relevant to the socio-economic status of women, and 

relate to the various aspects of socio-economic status that have been covered in this report. 

6.5 Summary 

Policies that apply to women’s socio-economic status are far-reaching, and sit within various areas 

of government. A comprehensive review of all policy implications is beyond the scope and focus of 

this report. We have, however, been able to highlight some of the policy implications that 

correspond to the measurement challenges we have explored in this report. Future work in this area 

might usefully focus on a more detailed and comprehensive examination of a wider range of areas 

related to women’s disadvantage, across the life course. Such an analysis will need to be mindful of 

the challenges that exist in identifying lower socio-economic status across ages, cohorts and cultural 

groups. 
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7 Discussion and conclusion 

7.1 Conceptualising the socio-economic status of women 

Despite the wealth of research on the measurement of socio-economic status, and on financial 

wellbeing and poverty within Australia, we found that there has been little recognition of the fact 

that measuring the socio-economic status of women does not always fit within the usual 

approaches in this area of study. The general approach often involves assessing socio-economic 

status at the household level, with the assumption that all in the household share in the same 

experience of socio-economic status. This may be true, but if we want to understand issues 

specifically faced by women, then gaining greater insights about their own socio-economic status is 

of value. 

The first research question addressed in this report related to the conceptualisation of the socio-

economic status of women in the existing literature. To first explore this, we first presented a 

discussion of the historical literature that considered the socio-economic status of women. Much of 

this literature was concerned with “status”, while we have focused in this report more on the 

conceptualisation of socio-economic status that concerns access to resources, and so is more 

aligned with ideas around financial wellbeing, poverty or disadvantage. 

Beyond the early research on the socio-economic status of women, concerns around the socio-

economic status of women in the current literature do centre on the extent to which women, or 

certain groups of women, are facing some form of disadvantage, whether that is in regard to their 

education, employment, incomes, wealth or housing. While there are exceptions, it is not always 

well articulated how the use of different measures might yield different results, how results might 

differ specifically for women, and how life stage should also be taken into account when evaluating 

the meaning and use of different indicators. We explored these different ways of examining socio-

economic status in this report. Although our focus throughout this report is on women, several of 

the measurement issues are equally applicable to men. 

7.2 Indicators of socio-economic status of women over the life course 

The second research question examined was “What measures of socio-economic status are most 

appropriate for the identification of women who experience disadvantage?”, and the third took this 

another step to consider which measures might be better at different life stages. We consider these 

two research questions together here. 

These analyses demonstrated very clearly that a life stage approach, or one that takes account of 

women’s ages, is needed to make sense of the different measures used, and we initially examined 

various measures by women’s age. We undertook additional analyses in broader groups, referred to 

as life stages, of young women (aged 15–24 years), mid-age women (aged 25–54 years), retirement-

age women (55–74 years) and older women (aged 75 years and older). 

We discussed issues around using education, employment, income, wealth and housing to assess 

socio-economic status, with information about women in NSW used to highlight how particular 

approaches have implications for which women are, or are not, likely to be classified as being of 

lower socio-economic status. While we do not claim to have found a solution to the best way of 

measuring women’s socio-economic status, we have highlighted the issues associated with the 

choice of different indicators for women, and across the life course. It appears that different 

indicators capture different groups of women, making it difficult to assert that one indicator is 

superior to another overall or within a particular life stage. At the conclusion to Section 4 we 

suggested that some indicators may be more useful than others, but this should be considered 

within a particular policy context. 
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The measures explored in more detail in this report were those derived from educational 

attainment, personal income, main source of income, equivalised household income, personal and 

household wealth and housing tenancy. Issues concerning each of these are discussed below. 

Educational attainment is often used as a marker of socio-economic status, and we found that there 

are significant issues in using this measure for the youngest women—who are still completing their 

study—and the older women—who very often have lower educational attainment, given their 

experience of a different education system to today’s younger women. We used a threshold of 

having completed a certain level of education (Year 10) as being the criteria for the socio-economic 

status indicator, which actually captured a majority of older women. Nevertheless, educational 

attainment is a useful measure of socio-economic status for working-age women. A different 

approach to capturing educational attainment for younger women may be needed. For example, it 

would be possible to identify young women who have dropped out of school early, and they would 

be an important group to target for supports or programs. For the oldest women, other measures 

of socio-economic status are likely to be more useful than educational attainment. 

Women’s personal and household incomes are commonly used measures of socio-economic status. 

These incomes vary considerably over the life course, which does suggest that women may be at 

increased risk of experiencing disadvantage at certain life stages. However, measurement issues 

mean that identifying the times of greatest risk is not straightforward, in particular because different 

results are likely depending on whether socio-economic status is assessed on women’s personal 

incomes or on their household incomes. 

In this report we demonstrated that the threshold used to identify lower socio-economic status 

from the income distribution can make a difference to who is included in this group. Looking 

specifically at personal income, the category of low personal income used in this report did not 

capture all women whose main source of income is government payments, and this was especially 

so for the older women, for whom 95% of those with a main source of income of government 

payments were not counted as being of low income. The percentages were similarly high, over 

70%, for mid-age and retirement-age women. 

Women’s personal incomes alone may not be indicative of their socio-economic status if they are 

sharing (or at least benefiting from) the incomes of others in the household. Combining 

information about personal incomes with that of household incomes to identify those who are low 

income according to both perspectives may be of value. To measure socio-economic status at the 

household level, equivalised household income is usually analysed, which adjusts household income 

to take account of household structure. This assumes there is sharing of financial resources within 

households, which may not be apparent in all families. Of course, assessing eligibility for programs 

or payments is likely to be based on unequivalised income, and so different families may be 

identified as low income for these purposes. 

Overall, we suggested that—putting aside the need to pick the measure that best suits the policy 

question—having low personal income is a less useful indicator for young and mid-age women, 

primarily because women with low personal income at these life stages often have access to 

sufficient household incomes. For retirement-age and older women, we suggested this indicator 

was “possibly useful”, again because it provides a somewhat limited view of the likely experiences 

of socio-economic status for these women. For women at all life stages, we suggested that having 

low equivalised household income is a useful indicator. 

Socio-economic status was also explored in this report using an indicator of having income support 

payments as the main source of income. This proved to be a useful indicator across all life stages. It 

is likely to capture the more disadvantaged women, since eligibility criteria for income support 

payments will be based on women’s access to financial resources, including her personal and 

household income. 

Women’s personal wealth and household wealth were also explored, and these were somewhat 

useful as indicators of socio-economic status at all life stages from mid-age onwards, although 
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household wealth appeared to be more useful in identifying the disadvantaged women than did 

personal wealth. Personal wealth was not so relevant for young women, who are too early in the 

wealth creation process for these data to be indicative of socio-economic status. Low household 

wealth is also less useful for these young women, although it may be a useful measure to consider 

after taking account of relationship in household, to take account of the different levels of 

household wealth for those still living in the parental home, and those in an independent 

household. 

Information about housing tenure was useful for women at all ages for identifying lower socio-

economic status women, particularly those living in public housing or those receiving CRA. With 

the Census data, we also considered private renters more generally, but these women’s 

characteristics (explored in Section 5) led us to believe that they, especially younger and mid-age 

women who are private renters, as a whole are not necessarily disadvantaged. For the purposes of 

identifying the lower socio-economic status women, it is necessary to look deeper than this, and 

information on whether households receive CRA provides a very useful way of doing this. 

Some measures of socio-economic status capture a very small percentage of the population (such as 

being in public housing) whereas others, within certain life stages, capture a large proportion of the 

population (e.g., low education among retirement-age and older women, low personal wealth and 

personal income among young women, or low household income among older women). The 

higher proportion of the population they capture, the less likely the measure is to be useful in 

identifying those with lower socio-economic status. 

The measures of socio-economic status examined in this report are to some extent interrelated, but 

the correspondence between some of them is quite weak, suggesting different measures are not 

interchangeable, and each might be useful in identifying specific groups of women with lower 

socio-economic status. This points to the multi-dimensional nature of socio economic status, that 

cannot easily be measured using one piece of information, such as income or education. While we 

have largely been concerned with this as a measurement issue in this report, it also suggests that 

there is much heterogeneity in women’s experiences of socio economic status. In particular, the 

living arrangements of those with low personal income appears to be key in describing the 

likelihood of experiencing low socio economic status on other dimensions. For young women, 

many have low incomes, but their socio economic status is often protected by their continuing to 

live in the parental home. On the other hand, many older women have low personal incomes, but 

often live alone, leaving them at risk of financial hardship. For older women with low personal 

income, living with other family members (or others) may be a way of avoiding financial hardship 

inasmuch as it provides opportunities for sharing household resources.    

Indicators of socio-economic status based on personal income or wealth yield very different groups 

of women when compared to those based on household income or wealth. Household measures 

more often identify lone parents or lone women as being lower socio-economic status, while 

individual measures more often identify students, partnered women, and older women living with 

other family members as being of lower socio-economic status. These latter women often are not 

also counted as lower socio-economic status according to their household circumstances. 

Other approaches to the identification of those with poorer financial wellbeing or disadvantage 

include using measures of deprivation, capabilities and social exclusion. These have not been 

included as indicators of socio-economic status in this report. Similarly, we did not explore area-

level measures of disadvantage in detail, although the analyses of the characteristic of low socio-

economic status women identified, for some indicators, higher proportions of these women living 

in the more disadvantaged areas. 

7.3 Characteristics of low socio-economic status women 

The fourth research question involved analysing the characteristics of lower socio-economic status 

women. 
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Across a broad range of the measures of socio-economic status used in this section, and across the 

different life stages, higher probability of being Indigenous, having poorer English-language 

proficiency, having a disability or being a carer was apparent among women of lower socio-

economic status, according to a number of the indicators used, and within most of the life stage 

groups. 

There was some variation across indicators and across life stages in the strength of these 

associations. Of course, certain characteristics (such as having a disability) were more prevalent at 

different life stages than others. 

Lone-parent and lone-women households were over-represented in the groups identified as being 

of lower socio-economic status based on equivalised household income and wealth. Dependent 

students, partnered women and older women living as an “other family member” were over-

represented in the lower socio-economic status groups based on individual income and wealth. 

Women classified as being of lower socio-economic status more often lived in LGAs that were 

identified as being more disadvantaged, when measures of socio-economic status were based on 

household characteristics. This would be expected to some extent, as areas are classified as being 

more or less disadvantaged by the characteristics of people and households within those areas. 

Overall, though, it is important to note that those typically identified as being at risk in respect to 

disadvantage (such as Indigenous women, women from non–English speaking backgrounds and 

women with a disability) make up a relatively small proportion of those identified in these analyses 

as being low socio-economic status. This is, of course, the reason for a policy approach for some 

services and programs that is universal, or reaches individuals and families across a range of 

circumstances. 

7.4 Policy implications 

Our discussion of policy implications, to answer the final research question, highlighted the need to 

consider measurement issues (in the context of gender and age) in policy development and 

evaluation. As the analyses in this report have shown, the choice of indicator (or indicators) used to 

assess which women are deemed to be low socio-economic status will make a difference to which 

women are counted as low socio-economic status. 

There are a number of important policy areas that relate to women’s socio-economic status, 

including those policies that seek to equip women so that they can avoid disadvantage through their 

life, and those that seek to assist women who are faced with some level of disadvantage. We will 

not review these policies or these issues again here, but it is worth noting that these approaches 

cover those that relate to women’s education, incomes (through employment or government 

transfers), wealth and housing. As such, the indicators explored here can provide some insights on 

these different approaches. Indeed, these indicators are commonly used in evaluating existing 

policy, or in assessing the need for new or different policies for women. 

7.5 Limitations of this research and opportunities for further research 

The breadth of this report, covering issues for women of all ages, has highlighted the difficulties in 

measuring socio-economic status across this broad spectrum of very diverse women and families. 

To some extent, this diversity and breadth meant that we were limited in the extent to which we 

could analyse the situation of women at specific life stages, and we also could not incorporate 

analyses of longitudinal data. 

Being based entirely on cross-sectional analyses, this report provides information about the socio-

economic status of women of different ages or life stages, but longitudinal analysis would provide a 

fuller understanding of the dynamics of being of lower socio-economic status. For some women, 

low socio-economic status may be a transitory experience rather than a persistent one. In future 

research, it will be useful to examine whether certain indicators are more, or less, useful for 
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identifying women at risk of longer term disadvantage. Insofar as equivalised household income is 

used as a measure of socio-economic status, changes in household composition as well as changes 

in household members’ incomes over time need to be considered. This may be especially important 

for women who have had children and subsequently separated from their children’s other parent. 

As children from separated families move between two households, their parents may transition 

from being a lone parent to a lone person, or couple without children if they have re-partnered, 

while still maintaining a financial commitment to their children. In addition to these issues 

pertaining to the measurement of socio-economic status, further analyses that take account of how 

women’s life histories contribute to their later socio-economic status would also provide very useful 

insights, and may help us to understand how different birth cohorts of women may experience 

socio-economic status at different points in their life. This would, however, require mature panel 

studies, or studies with cross-cohort designs. 

The measures of socio-economic status presented here were developed given the availability of 

particular data, and were classified in a way that allowed us to compare women across life stages. It 

may in fact be more appropriate to use different classifications, to identify women of particular 

policy interest. 

In analysing risk factors, our analyses were restricted to a set of variables that is readily available in 

survey data. These are, of course, not the only risk factors that might matter to women’s experience 

of socio-economic status. Of note is that women who have experienced hardship in different ways, 

through mental health issues, or through violence or abuse, for example, might be at particular risk 

of becoming and remaining at a lower socio-economic status. Conversely, women who have strong 

family and/or community supports may be more resilient to the onset of disadvantage. We have 

considered here that educational attainment may be a measure of socio-economic status, but also, 

educational attainment can be a resource upon which women can depend in order to obtain 

employment, and so it could be also seen as a protective factor for those who might otherwise 

experience disadvantage. Likewise, at older ages, housing is very important. We have only 

considered housing here from the perspective of being a renter in private renting (and receiving 

CRA as a subset of this) or living in public housing as indicators of lower socio-economic status. At 

the other end, though, being a home owner can be a marker of better socio-economic status. 

A specific group that we were not able to shed light on, especially relevant to older women, was 

those women living in non-private dwellings. 

7.6 Conclusion 

This report has provided an examination of the socio-economic status of women in NSW, with a 

focus on measurement issues, demonstrating that the way in which socio-economic status is 

conceptualised and measured makes a difference to who is identified as being of lower socio-

economic status. There are certainly challenges to researchers and policy-makers in being able to 

identify a useful measure, especially given women’s different patterns of employment participation 

over the life course, their possible financial dependence on others at particular life stages, and also 

the very different characteristics of women of different birth cohorts. The choice of measure 

matters as to whether women are identified as lower socio-economic status, and so the key 

recommendation we have from this report is that care needs to be given in choosing a measure of 

socio-economic status that best suits the purpose, that best suits the life stage of the women being 

examined, and appropriately considers whether—or in what combination—a woman’s household 

as well as personal characteristics provide the necessary information to determine her socio-

economic status. 
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Appendix A: Census data description 

The 5-yearly Australian Census provides a range of information on all persons, families and 

households in Australia, with the data presented in this report for 2011. Aggregated data have been 

accessed through the ABS TableBuilder, specifically using the 2011 Census data for NSW. The 

analyses are based on the person-level database based on person’s locations on Census night. The 

population sizes for each of the life stages are shown in Table A1, also showing the inclusions and 

exclusions in deriving the populations upon which the analyses are based. 

Table A1: Overall population sizes by life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

Women in NSW aged 15 years and over  Young Mid-age Retirement-age Older Total 

All, excluding overseas visitors 437,760 1,455,367 681,736 277,124 2,851,987 

Exclude those living in non-private dwellings 13,887 20,240 13,980 44,366 92,473 

Exclude those classified as migratory or 
shipping 54 293 524 155 1026 

All in occupied private dwellings (excluding 
overseas visitors) 423,818 1,434,833 667,232 232,605 2,758,488 

 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 

The key focus of this report is on measures of socio economic status, and Table A2 describes the 

sources of information for each of the measures examined. The Census data are primarily self-

reported, with information collected through individuals’ checking boxes on the Census form (or 

online). Given this, there is some non-response to certain items. Throughout this report, not-stated 

responses are not included in the analyses. Table A3 shows the degree of non-response on each of 

the socio-economic status measures used in this report. 

When analysing the characteristics of women in NSW in Section 5, a number of variables from the 

Census are used. Table A4 provides a summary and description of those variables. There was also 

some non-response to these items, and we have excluded “not stated” cases when describing the 

characteristics of women. The degree of non-response to each of the key variables used is shown in 

Table A5. 
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Table A2: Description of source of socio-economic status indicators, Census data 

Based on Census data dictionary information Further derivation for this report 

Educational 
attainment 

Two data items were used: 

 Highest year of school completed records the 
highest level of primary or secondary school a 
person has completed. 

 Non-school qualification: Level of education which 
describes the level of education of the highest 
completed non-school qualification (e.g., bachelor 
degree, diploma). 

Highest year of school completed was used to 
identify those who had completed up to but not 
beyond Year 10. These were initially coded as the 
low educational attainment group. 

Non-school qualifications were then examined. 
Those with up to Year 10 education, but with post-
school qualifications of Certificate Level III or higher 
were reclassified as not having lower educational 
attainment. Those with post-school qualifications, 
but not stated information about the level of those 
qualifications are retained in the lower educational 
attainment group. 

Personal 
income 

Each person aged 15 years and over is asked to 
indicate the range within which their total income from 
all sources lies (rather than their exact income). 

Total income, also referred to as gross income, is the 
sum of income received from all sources before any 
deductions such as income tax, the Medicare Levy or 
salary-sacrificed amounts are taken out. 

It includes wages, salaries, regular overtime, business 
or farm income (less operating expenses), rents 
received (less operating expenses), dividends, 
interest, income from superannuation, maintenance 
(child support), workers’ compensation, and 
government pensions and allowances (including all 
payments for family assistance, labour market 
assistance, youth and student support, and support 
for the aged, carers and people with a disability). 

Using personal income (excluding not-stated cases), 
we derive low personal income as being less than 
$300 per week. 

Equivalised 
household 
income 

Household income is derived by the ABS by summing 
the personal incomes reported by all household 
members aged 15 years and over. The Census 
collects personal income in ranges, so before these 
can be summed, a specific dollar amount needs to be 
allocated to each person. Median incomes for each 
range, derived using data from the Survey of Income 
and Housing, are used for this purpose. 

Equivalised total household income is total household 
income adjusted by the application of an equivalence 
scale to facilitate comparison of income levels 
between households of differing size and composition. 
The modified OECD equivalence scale is used. 

Households are excluded if someone in the 
household, aged 15 years or more, did not state 
their income. 

We focus on equivalised household income. Low 
equivalised household income is derived as those 
with equivalised household income of less than $400 
per week. 

Housing 
tenure 

Tenure type describes whether a dwelling is owned, 
being purchased or rented. Landlord type provides 
information on the type of landlord for rented 
dwellings. 

We classify those with tenure of occupied rent-free 
and occupied under a life tenure scheme in the 
“other tenure type” category. For renters, we 
separate those with a landlord of “state or territory 
housing authority”, from all other renters. 

 
Source: ABS (2011a) 
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Table A3: Numbers of women with stated and not-stated responses on each socio-economic 

status indicator, by life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

Women in NSW aged 15 years and over in 
occupied private dwellings 

Young Mid-age 
Retirement

-age 
Older Total 

Personal 
income 

Valid data 389,810 1,350,797 625,440 208,310 2,574,357 

Income < $300 239,808 323,611 225,901 65,907 855,227 

Higher income 150,007 1,027,187 399,538 142,401 1,719,133 

Not stated 34,007 84,036 41,789 24,297 184,129 

Total 423,817 1,434,833 667,229 232,607 2,758,486 

Housing 
tenure 

Valid data 401,781 1,366,113 633,330 210,570 2,611,794 

Public housing 17,473 46,616 30,928 11,650 106,667 

Private renter 133,825 408,673 72,268 17,815 632,581 

All other 250,478 910,825 530,136 181,106 1,872,545 

Not stated 22,038 68,720 33,899 22,035 146,692 

Total 423,819 1,434,833 667,229 232,605 2,758,486 

Equivalised 
household 
income 

Valid data 349,948 1,234,225 580,285 199,959 2,364,417 

Equivalised HH income < $400 70,140 182,734 159,316 87,635 499,825 

Higher equivalised HH income 279,810 1,051,493 420,966 112,326 1,864,595 

Partial or all incomes not stated 57,063 143,522 59,685 25,214 285,484 

Not applicable—visitor only & non-
classifiable households 

16,807 57,084 27,260 7,434 108,585 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Educational 
attainment 

Valid data 393,839 1,352,010 612,130 194,390 2,552,369 

Education up to Year 10 105,347 279,356 305,099 133,609 823,411 

Higher education 288,494 1,072,656 307,029 60,784 1,728,963 

Not stated 29,977 82,824 55,101 38,215 206,117 

Total 423,816 1,434,834 667,231 232,605 2,758,486 

 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
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Table A4: Variable description, Census data 

Variable Census data dictionary information Further derivation 

English-
language 
proficiency 

For each person who speaks a language other than English at 
home, this variable classifies their self-assessed proficiency in 
spoken English. Proficiency in spoken English should be regarded 
as an indicator of a person’s ability to speak English rather than a 
definitive measure of his/her ability and should be interpreted with 
care. People are classified as (1) speaks English only; or speak 
other language and speak English: (2) very well, (3) well, (4) not 
well, (5) not at all. 

In our tables, categories 4 and 5 are 
combined as “Does not speak English 
well or at all” 

And categories 2 and 3 are combined 
as “Speaks English well or very well”. 

Indigenous 
status 

The question about Indigenous origins on the Census form asks 
whether each person is of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
origin. 

Women are classified in our tables as 
non-Indigenous or Indigenous, with the 
Indigenous category including those 
identified as Aboriginal, Torres Strait 
Islander, or both Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander. 

Labour force 
status 

This is a derived variable applicable to all people aged 15 years 
and over. It classifies people as employed working full-time, part-
time or away from work, unemployed looking for full-time work, 
looking for part-time work, or not in the labour force. The category 
“Employed, away from work” also includes persons who stated 
they worked but who did not state the number of hours worked. 

Our analyses reports unemployed 
women as one category, and includes 
“employed, away from work” in with 
part-time employed. 

Study status This variable records the full-time/part-time status of students. Reported as provided by ABS. 

Relationship in 
household 
(and family 
composition) 

Relationship in household is a key variable at the person level. It 
is used to record the relationship of each person in a family to the 
family reference person or, where a person is not part of a family, 
that person’s relationship to the household reference person. We 
have also used family composition to determine whether 
partnered women have or do not have dependent children aged 
under 15 years. 

The detailed categories from these 
items were collapsed into broader 
groups. All should be self-explanatory, 
except the category “Other family”, 
which includes all classified as “other 
related individuals”, and also “unrelated 
individual living in family household”. 

Disability People with a profound or severe disability are defined as those 
people needing help or assistance in one or more of the three 
core activity areas of self-care, mobility and communication, 
because of a disability, long-term health condition (lasting six 
months or more) or old age. 

Reported as provided by ABS. 

Caring 
responsibilities 

People who in the two weeks prior to Census Night spent time 
providing unpaid care, help or assistance to family members or 
others because of a disability, a long-term illness or problems 
related to old age. This includes people who are in receipt of a 
Carer Allowance or Carer Payment. It does not include work done 
through a voluntary organisation or group. 

Reported as provided by ABS. 

Remoteness Within the Australian Statistical Geography Standard, the 
remoteness structure comprises six categories, each of which 
identifies a non-contiguous region in Australia, being a grouping 
of Statistical Areas Level 1 (SA1s) sharing a particular degree of 
remoteness. The degrees of remoteness range from “Major cities” 
(highly accessible) to “Very remote”. The degree of remoteness of 
each SA1 was determined using the Accessibility/Remoteness 
Index of Australia (ARIA). 

Reported as provided by ABS. 

Index of 
Relative Socio-
Economic 
Disadvantage 

The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage is a general 
socio-economic index that summarises a range of information 
about the economic and social conditions of people and 
households within an area. Information about the distribution of 
the IRSD in NSW was sourced from ABS (2013). 

Each of the LGAs (using 2011 
boundaries) in NSW was assigned to 
an IRSD quintile, based on the 
distribution of this index in NSW. Using 
ABS TableBuilder, women living in 
each of the LGAs in NSW were then 
assigned to quintile according to the 
LGA of their place of enumeration in 
the Census. 
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Table A5: Numbers of women with stated and not-stated responses on each socio-economic 

status indicator, by life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

Women in NSW aged 15 years and over in 
occupied private dwellings Young Mid-age 

Retirement-
age Older Total 

English-
language 
proficiency 

Valid data 405,616 1,376,330 642,885 219,916 2,644,747 

Not stated 18,202 58,501 24,346 12,690 113,739 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Indigenous 
status 

Valid data 404,422 1,374,664 639,934 219,794 2,638,814 

Not stated 19,396 60,168 27,296 12,812 119,672 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Labour force 
status 

Valid data 404,451 1,371,481 636,144 211,846 2,623,922 

Not stated 19,367 63,352 31,086 20,759 134,564 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Study status Valid data 401,677 1,362,222 628,704 206,756 2,599,359 

Not stated 22,139 72,610 38,529 25,849 159,127 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Relationship in 
household 

Valid data 392,493 1,354,886 627,388 220,733 2,595,500 

Not classifiable or visitor 
from within Australia 

31,325 79,946 39,843 11,872 162,986 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Disability Valid data 402,680 1,366,183 639,029 218,058 2,625,950 

Not stated 21,136 68,650 28,201 14,549 132,536 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

Caring 
responsibilities 

Valid data 386,627 1,349,503 616,345 191,804 2,544,279 

Not stated 37,191 85,329 50,887 40,800 214,207 

Total 423,818 1,434,831 667,230 232,607 2,758,486 

 
Note: Data were available for all women for the geographic variables, so they have not been shown. 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
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Appendix B: SIH and HES data description 

The SIH, previously known as the Survey of Income and Housing Costs, is a nationally 

representative survey of households that collects information on sources of income, amounts 

received, household and personal wealth, housing characteristics, household characteristics and 

personal characteristics. Income is collected on both a current and financial year basis. The survey 

scope covers residents of private dwellings in urban and rural areas of Australia across each state 

and territory of Australia. The survey collects comprehensive information about the income and 

wealth of household members. It is administered by trained interviewers who interview 

respondents face-to-face and enter the respondents’ data into a notebook computer. The survey 

consists of an interview with a household spokesperson who has knowledge of the household 

finances. In addition, interviews are conducted with each individual aged 15 years and over in the 

household. 

A sub-sample of SIH households are selected to also be included in the Household Expenditure 

Survey (HES). The HES contains detailed information on expenditures made by each household 

member and captures information about financial hardship and financial stress experienced by the 

household. 

From both surveys, we identify all women in NSW, and so conduct analyses at the person level, 

rather than a broader family or household level. However, the household characteristics of those 

women are used in the analyses. Some women will of course be from the same household. The 

sample sizes, by life stage, are shown in Table B1. Most of the analyses in this report are based on 

the SIH, with the HES data used to explore financial hardship and stress (in Section 4). 

Table B1: Sample sizes of NSW in SIH and HES, by life stage 

Survey Young Mid-age Retirement-age Older Total 

SIH 450 1,608 916 363 3,337 

HES 307 1,134 698 281 2,420 

 
Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

A description of the data used to derive socio-economic status from the SIH is given in Table B2. 

These data are not subject to non-response, as is the case in the Census. Table B3 shows the 

sample sizes for each of the indicators, by life stage. 

A summary of each of the key socio-demographic variables examined in this report is shown in 

Table B4. 

This information is followed by a description of the financial stress data analysed from the HES. 
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Table B2: Description of source of socio-economic status indicators, SIH data 

Based on From SIH user guide Further derivation for this report 

Educational 
attainment 

See the description for the Census data. See the description for the Census data. 

Personal 
income 

Income consists of all current receipts, whether monetary or in kind, 
that are received by the household or by individual members of the 
household, and which are available for, or intended to support, 
current consumption. Income includes receipts from: wages and 
salaries and other receipts from employment (whether from an 
employer or own incorporated enterprise), including income 
provided as part of salary-sacrificed and/or salary package 
arrangements; profit/loss from own unincorporated business 
(including partnerships); net investment income (interest, rent, 
dividends, royalties); government pensions and allowances; private 
transfers (e.g., superannuation, workers’ compensation, income 
from annuities, child support, and financial support received from 
family members not living in the same household). Gross income is 
the sum of the income from all these sources before income tax, 
the Medicare levy and the Medicare levy surcharge are deducted. 

We derive low personal income as being 
incomes that fall into the bottom quintile 
of the income distribution, with this 
distribution being calculated over all men 
and women in Australia. 

Main source 
of income 

That source from which the most positive income is received. If total 
income is nil or negative the main source is undefined. As there are 
several possible sources, the main source may account for less 
than 50% of gross income. Government pensions and allowances 
are defined as income support payments from government to 
persons under social security and related government programs. 
Included are pensions and allowances received by aged, disabled, 
unemployed and sick persons, families and children, veterans or 
their survivors, and study allowances for students. 

Our analyses focus on those with a main 
source of income being income support 
payments (government pensions and 
allowances). 

Equivalised 
household 
income 

Household income consists of all current receipts, whether 
monetary or in kind, that are received by the household or by 
individual members of the household, and which are available for, 
or intended to support, current consumption. 

Equivalised total household income is total household income 
adjusted by the application of an equivalence scale to facilitate 
comparison of income levels between households of differing size 
and composition. The modified OECD equivalence scale is used. 

We derive low equivalised household 
income as being incomes that fall into the 
bottom quintile of the distribution of 
equivalised household incomes, with this 
distribution being calculated over all 
households in Australia. 

Personal 
wealth 

Superannuation balances include accounts with government and 
non-government superannuation funds. Other personal wealth 
includes the individual’s holdings of shares in listed companies, 
shares in their own incorporated or unincorporated businesses net 
of the liabilities of the business, private and public unit trusts, bonds 
and debentures, accounts held with financial institutions in addition 
to other miscellaneous wealth. 

Derived as the sum of superannuation 
balances and other personal wealth. 

We derive low personal wealth as having 
personal wealth that falls into the bottom 
quintile of the distribution of personal 
wealth, with this distribution being 
calculated over all men and women in 
Australia. 

Household 
wealth 

Net worth is the value of a household’s assets less the value of its 
liabilities. (Refer to the ABS, 2012b, for more details.) 

We derive low household wealth as 
having household wealth that falls into 
the bottom quintile of the distribution of 
household wealth, with this distribution 
being calculated over all households in 
Australia. 

Housing 
tenure 

Derived from (a) tenure type and landlord type (see Census data 
description), and (b) whether the household received CRA. CRA is 
a non-taxable income supplement paid through Centrelink to 
individuals and families who rent in the private rental market. It is 
only paid to recipients of another government benefit or pension, 
and is paid in conjunction with that other payment. 

We classify those with tenure of occupied 
rent-free and occupied under a life tenure 
scheme in the “other tenure type” 
category. For renters, we separate those 
with a landlord of “state or territory 
housing authority”, from all other renters. 
Then, for women living in households 
with tenure of private rental, we 
separately identify those in households in 
receipt of CRA. 

 
Source: ABS (2012b) 
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Table B3: Sample sizes women classified as low socio-economic status at each life stage, women 

in NSW, 2009–10 

Socio-economic status indicator Young Mid-age Retirement-age Older Total 

Low personal income 138 415 533 19 1105 

Main source of income is income support 260 404 231 332 1227 

Low personal wealth 105 454 106 75 740 

Low equivalised household income 172 416 183 176 947 

Low household wealth 235 303 332 48 918 

Household in receipt of CRA 71 274 49 19 413 

All NSW women 450 1,608 916 363 3,337 

 
Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 

Table B4: Variable description, SIH 

Variable ABS-provided information Further derivation 

English-language 
proficiency 

See the description for the Census data for categories used in the SIH. See the description for the 
Census data. 

Labour force status Labour force status classifies people according to whether they were 
employed, unemployed or not in the labour force. Full-time employed 
refers to employed persons who usually work 35 hours or more a week 
(in all jobs). 

The labour force variable is 
combined with full-time/part-
time labour force status to 
classify employed women 
as full-time or part-time. 

Study status See the description for the Census data. See the description for the 
Census data. 

Relationship in 
household (and 
family composition) 

See the description for the Census data. See the description for the 
Census data. 

Disability Disability status presented here is based on the severity of disability 
variable. The first four categories refer to those with a profound, severe, 
moderate or mild core activity restriction. A core activity limitation is a 
limitation that requires assistance with self care, communication and 
mobility—those activities deemed essential to normal everyday living. 
The fifth category captures those without a core activity restriction, who 
are aged 15–64 and require extra support to participate in employment, 
or who are aged 5–20 years and require additional support to participate 
in education. The sixth category captures those who have a disability but 
are not restricted in their ability to perform the core activities and have 
no employment/schooling restriction (referred to as “no specific limitation 
or restriction”). The seventh category captures those with no disability or 
long-term health condition. 

We have combined the first 
five of these categories as 
“disability with specific 
limitation/restriction”. 

 
Source: ABS (2012b) 

The HES data are used for analyses of financial stress and hardship data. Here we provide a 

summary of this information. 

In the HES, the household reference person, and in some instances their spouse, are asked to 

report on hardship and financial stress experienced by themselves or anyone else in the household. 

More specifically, they are asked the following question, with prompts for each of the listed 

possibilities: 

 Over the past year, have any of the following happened to [you/your household] because of a 

shortage of money? 

– Could not pay electricity, gas or telephone bills on time 

– Could not pay for car registration or insurance on time 

– Pawned or sold something 
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– Went without meals 

– Unable to heat my home 

– Sought assistance from welfare/community organisations 

– Sought financial help from friends or family 

– No/None of these 

Following Bray (2001), we have classified having experienced one of the following as a “cash-flow 

problem”: 

 Could not pay electricity, gas or telephone bills on time 

 Could not pay for car registration or insurance on time 

 Sought financial help from friends or family; 

and one of the following as a “financial hardship”: 

 Pawned or sold something 

 Went without meals 

 Unable to heat my home 

 Sought assistance from welfare / community organisations 

The measure of housing stress is based on the “30–40 rule” measure of housing stress. This 

includes: 

 households in the bottom 40% of the equivalised gross (disposable) household income 

distribution; and 

 spending at least 30% of their disposable household income on housing costs. 

Note this measure of equivalised disposable household income is equivalised total household 

income used elsewhere. Disposable income is derived by deducting estimates of personal income 

tax and the Medicare levy from gross income. The Medicare levy surcharge is also calculated and 

deducted from gross income. Disposable income is a better measure of the economic resources 

available to meet the needs of households as it takes into account the government’s claims over that 

income. Housing costs are regular outlays made by the household in order to provide shelter for its 

members. Housing costs in the SIH are limited to mortgage repayments, rental payments, property 

and water rates and corporate fees. Housing costs are not adjusted to reflect the receipt of CRA for 

those households that are eligible. 
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Appendix C: Supplementary tables 

Table C1: Measures of low socio-economic status by life stage, women in NSW, 2009–10 

Measures 
Young 

women (%) 
Mid-age 

women (%) 

Retirement-
age women 

(%) 
Older women 

(%) 
All women 

(%) 

Public housing      

Yes 0.7 2.8 2.9 3.7 2.6 

No 99.3 97.2 97.1 96.3 97.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Private renter       

Yes 10.8 8.0 4.4 4.0 7.3 

No 89.2 92.1 95.6 96.0 92.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Year 10 or less      

Yes 27.9 23.9 55.5 79.2 36.3 

No 72.1 76.1 44.5 20.8 63.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Bottom quintile of personal wealth      

Yes 50.3 21.0 19.0 19.6 25.2 

No 49.7 79 81 80.4 74.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Bottom quintile of household wealth      

Yes 32.8 20.2 7.9 8.9 18.4 

No 67.2 79.8 92.1 91.1 81.6 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Bottom quintile of personal income      

Yes 48.2 19.3 22.8 7.0 23.9 

No 51.8 80.7 77.2 93 76.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Bottom quintile of equivalised household income     

Yes 9.6 12.1 24.9 42.4 17.1 

No 90.4 87.9 75.1 57.6 82.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

SIH Sample size 450 1,608 916 363 3,337 

 
Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table C2: Measures of low socio-economic status by life stage, women in NSW, 2011 

Measures 
Young 

women (%) 
Mid-age 

women (%) 

Retirement-
age women 

(%) 
Older women 

(%) 
All women 

(%) 

Public housing      

Yes 4.1 3.3 4.7 4.6 3.9 

No 95.9 96.7 95.3 95.4 96.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Private renter      

Yes 32.2 29.5 11.4 7.0 23.5 

No 67.8 70.5 88.6 93.0 76.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Year 10 or less      

Yes 26.5 20.7 49.8 69.7 32.7 

No 73.5 79.3 50.2 30.3 67.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Relatively low weekly personal income (< $300 per week) 

Yes 61.9 23.9 36.0 30.7 33.2 

No 38.1 76.1 64.0 69.3 66.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Relatively low equivalised weekly household income (< $400 per week) 

Yes 20.1 14.8 27.3 43.8 21.1 

No 79.9 85.2 72.7 56.2 78.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
Source: 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
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Table C3: Correspondence between measures of socio-economic-status among women in NSW 

(SIH) 

Life stages 

Low 
personal 

income (%) 

Main income 
is income 
support 

payments (%) 

Year 10 
or less 

(%) 

Low 
personal 

wealth (%) 

Low 
equivalised 
HH income 

(%) 
Low HH 

wealth (%) 

Young women       

Low personal income 100.0 20.3 43.9 74.0 13.3 25.9 

Income support payments 54.1 100.0 37.9 69.6 27.1 69.3 

Year 10 or less 76.2 24.5 100.0 76.8 18.3 32.9 

Low personal wealth 70.9 25.1 42.4 100.0 15.6 38.9 

Low equivalised HH income 67.0 51.2 52.7 82.0 100.0 66.2 

Low household wealth 38.0 38.2 27.9 59.5 19.3 100.0 

All young women 48.2 18.1 27.9 50.3 9.6 32.8 

Mid-age women       

Low personal income 100.0 30.3 25.4 34.8 22.3 19.8 

Income support payments 29.8 100.0 39.9 51.7 39.0 46.0 

Year 10 or less 20.8 33.4 100.0 38.7 20.2 31.9 

Low personal wealth 32.0 48.4 43.5 100.0 28.7 49.5 

Low equivalised HH income 35.8 63.7 39.5 50.0 100.0 44.6 

Low household wealth 19.0 44.9 37.4 51.7 26.7 100.0 

All mid-age 19.3 19.7 23.9 21.0 12.1 20.2 

Retirement-age women       

Low personal income 100.0 45.3 66.4 19.5 33.0 2.5 

Income support payments 22.3 100.0 71.0 35.4 44.2 13.3 

Year 10 or less 27.5 59.8 100.0 24.5 32.5 9.9 

Low personal wealth 23.4 86.3 71.7 100.0 53.0 29.4 

Low equivalised HH income 30.2 82.2 71.4 40.4 100.0 19.1 

Low household wealth 7.1 77.7 68.6 70.3 60.0 100.0 

All retirement age 22.8 46.2 55.5 19.0 24.9 7.9 

Older women       

Low personal income 100.0 68.3 56.3 13.7 38.4 4.7 

Income support payments 5.5 100.0 81.7 22.6 46.8 9.4 

Year 10 or less 5.1 89.6 100.0 21.4 46.6 8.8 

Low personal wealth 4.9 100.0 87.2 100.0 56.6 29.5 

Low equivalised H income 6.4 95.8 85.8 26.2 100.0 13.6 

Low household wealth 3.7 91.6 77.7 65.1 64.9 100.0 

All older women 7.0 86.7 79.2 19.6 42.4 8.9 

 
Note: Each percentage indicates to what extent someone who is low socio-economic status on a specific indicator (e.g., Year 10 or less) is 

also low socio-economic status on the other indicators. For example, among the young women with low educational attainment, 77% 
had low personal wealth (compared to 50% among all young women), 33% low household wealth (the same for all young women), 
76% had low personal income (compared to 48% for all young women) and 18% had low equivalised household income (compared to 
10% for all young women). 

Source: 2009–10 Survey of Income and Housing 
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Table C4: Correspondence between measures of socio-economic-status among women in NSW 

(Census) 

Life stage 
Year 10 or 
less (%) 

Low 
personal 

income (%) 

Low 
equivalised 
household 
income (%) 

Rent—Public 
housing (%) 

Rent—
Private 

renter (%) 

Younger women      

Year 10 or less 100.0 80.9 25.7 7.2 30.7 

Low personal income 34.9 100.0 27.8 4.5 28.5 

Low equivalised HH income 34.5 85.2 100.0 12.7 48.0 

Rent—Public housing 46.2 67.3 59.9 100.0 NA 

Renting—Private renter 24.7 52.5 27.9 NA 100.0 

All young women 26.8 61.5 20.0 4.4 33.3 

Mid-age women      

Year 10 or less 100.0 32.3 25.7 8.8 27.8 

Low personal income 27.7 100.0 33.3 5.2 31.1 

Low equivalised H income 35.5 53.9 100.0 13.8 42.7 

Rent—Public housing 55.6 37.7 61.5 100.0 NA 

Rent—Private renter 19.2 24.9 20.7 NA 100.0 

All mid-age women 20.7 24.0 14.8 3.4 29.9 

Retirement age      

Year 10 or less 100.0 43.8 34.1 6.3 11.2 

Low personal income 60.9 100.0 52.9 6.3 10.4 

Low equivalised HH income 64.5 69.6 100.0 12.0 12.0 

Rent—Public housing 69.7 47.6 66.5 100.0 NA 

Rent—Private renter 49.9 32.9 29.0 NA 100.0 

All retirement age 49.8 36.1 27.5 4.9 11.4 

Older women      

Year 10 or less 100.0 32.7 45.3 5.6 8.1 

Low personal income 72.0 100.0 71.0 6.8 7.8 

Low equivalised HH income 73.9 50.8 100.0 9.3 8.4 

Rent—Public housing 76.8 40.4 72.9 100.0 NA 

Rent—Private renter 67.5 29.4 44.1 NA 100.0 

All older women 68.7 31.6 43.8 5.5 8.5 

 
Note: Each percentage indicates to what extent someone who is low socio-economic status on a specific indicator is also low socio-

economic status on the other measures. For example, among the young women with low educational attainment, 7% were in public 
housing (compared to 4% for all young women), 81% had low personal income (compared to 62% for all young women) and 26% had 
low equivalised household income (compared to 20% for all young women). 

Source: 2011 Census 
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