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Background

The stylized housing career
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Critical issues

Incidence:
what proportion of the population have experienced divorce, 
separation and bereavement?
who is most prone?
at what age do these events occur?

Effect of an aging population

Impact:
on housing affordability
on housing tenure
on housing wealth and financial circumstances
emotional impacts/quality of life



Critical issues
Cont...

Social and Policy Issues
Population of older persons who have lost a partner
Adequacy of financial provisions in retirement/reliance on social 
security

Budgetary implications
Suitability of their housing circumstances/housing requirements

Match with existing housing stock?
Demand for public housing



Theory: why is losing a partner 
so disruptive to housing 
circumstances?

Separation:
Reduction in income for one or both partners

While housing needs to be maintained
Loss of economies of scale in housing

Creation of two households where there was only one
Change of residence → transaction costs
Retaining residence → overconsumption of housing
Lost scope for specialisation (e.g. in market and household 
production)
Accumulated wealth is divided

Including housing assets for home owners



Theory

Bereavement:
Typically occurs in older age than does divorce

Reduction in income less of an issue
Housing needs reduced

Loss of economies of scale in housing still applies
Wealth is not split
Change of residence → transaction costs
Retaining residence → over-consumption of housing



Methodology

Focus: private renters aged 50 and over who had 
lost a partner

But necessary to develop wider picture

Mixed quantitative and qualitative programme of 
research

Quantitative – uses a range of available secondary datasets to 
explore different dimensions of the experiences of the 
separated and bereaved
Qualitative – in-depth interviews with 61 older persons who had 
lost a partner, exploring broader psychological and emotional 
consequences



Methodology
Cont...

Secondary datasets
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey 
(HILDA)
ABS Census of Population and Housing one-per cent sample 
file
ABS population projections/HomesWest’s administrative 
dataset
Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs’ (FaCSIA) Longitudinal Dataset of Income Support 
Recipients (the LDS)



Descriptive data
Marital status by age, 2001



Who is most prone to divorce, 
separation and bereavement?

Using HILDA, compared the continuously married, divorced, 
widowed and remarried
Important methodological limitations
Some key findings:

Most separations/divorces occur before age 50
Men more likely to repartner
“Investments” (housing and children) appear to reduce likelihood of 
separation
Higher potential earnings have opposite effects by gender

for men, reduces the probability of separation/divorce
for women, increases the probability of separation/divorce

Private renters with low income much more likely to be divorced
Men: 3 to 4 times higher than general male population
Women: 2 to 3 times higher than general female population

Similar for separation



Who is most prone to divorce, 
separation and bereavement?

Bereavement
essentially older age
weak evidence that lower potential income increases likelihood of being a 
widower
Otherwise likelihood similar across key variables investigated



HARs of purchasers & 
renters who lost a partner



HARs of purchasers & 
renters by gender

Source: HILDA



Household dissolution and 
housing tenure pathways

Source: HILDA



Private renters who divorced 
or separated

Source: LDS



Private renters who were 
widowed

Source: LDS



Projected demand for public 
housing by older (50+) singles 



Findings from qualitative 
analysis
Analysis of data from the interviews highlighted three main 

points:
Many experience financial hardship following loss of partner:

private renters particularly impoverished
many outright owner had become “asset rich but income poor”

Mobility following loss of a partner varies:
private renters and homeowners who have mortgages are likely to 
move if they lose a partner
public tenants are less likely to move if they lose a partner, because 
their rental payments are linked to their income
outright homeowners often stay in the family home after the death of 
their partner

Expectations of family support:
people from non-English speaking backgrounds either move in with 
children following the death of their spouse, or expect to move in with 
them when they need additional care and support



Some key findings

Household dissolution has significant and negative impacts 
upon housing affordability and housing tenure
Persons in private rental are particularly vulnerable

However, if concerned about the consequences of divorce and 
separation, we should not restrict attention to those aged 50 and over

There is a large increase in the demand for housing 
assistance from private renters following loss of partner

41% of private renters that lose a partner either become eligible for 
CRA or receive more CRA following household dissolution.

Two particularly vulnerable groups are:
Women with children because they are typically reluctant to leave the 
family home
Widows (again typically women) because they often suffer an abrupt 
fall in income



Some key findings
Cont...

With population aging, older persons who have lost a partner 
will create significant demand on the public housing system

Implications for the number and type of public residences required

Potential policy implications/measures:
For homeowners/purchasers - need for more flexible financial 
instruments to unlock wealth tied up in housing
For private renters – as a particularly vulnerable group, older private 
renters could be treated separately for CRA eligibility

Differentiate between working-age and above working-age
Extend first-home owner concessions to those who lose home-
ownership through loss of a partner
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