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The Policy Response to
Women’s Homelessness
That You Might Not See Coming
Helen Dalley-Fisher and Romy Listo, Equality Rights Alliance
The structural roots of homelessness
and housing stress in older women
are so well known as to be almost
trite, were it not for the fact that under
the litany of causes lurks real human
suffering. We know that women
accumulate poverty over their lifetimes
as a result of gender inequality in
our employment, taxation and other
social structures. Women are on the
wrong side of the gender pay gap,
are more likely to work in gender
segregated industries performing
undervalued work, acquire less
superannuation and have historically
taken extended unpaid breaks from
work to raise children. The result is
a gendered vulnerability to housing
stress across the life course. For older
women the compounding effects
of economic inequality over time
resulted in older women becoming
the fastest growing group at risk of
homelessness in the 2016 Census.1
Other factors which increase women’s
vulnerability to homelessness
include gendered and family
violence and the lack of investment
in public and community housing.
For many women, the factors above
are in complex interplay with other
features of their identity or lives.
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander women, Australia’s history
of colonisation and dispossession,
racism, structural discrimination,
intergenerational trauma and
a lack of culturally appropriate
services foster a rate of violence
against Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander women more than twice
that of non-Indigenous women.
Women with disabilities, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander women,
women from migrant or refugee
backgrounds and trans, intersex and
gender non-conforming people
face discrimination in the private
rental market and are particularly
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hard hit by difficulties in finding
and accessing appropriate support
services to maintain housing or
address homelessness. Many women
face additional poverty triggers arising
from factors such as visa status or
casual or insecure employment which
exacerbate the risk of homelessness.
While much has improved in the
working lives of women, Covid‑19
is recreating the structural drivers
of older women’s homelessness
for today’s generation of younger
women. To date, Covid‑19 has
increased the disproportionate level
of unpaid care done by women in
cis-heteronormative partnerships,2
and has set back women’s economic
equality by one year for every month
of the crisis.3 Women’s (particularly
young women’s) disproportionate
loss of work and hours,4 alongside
the increase in unpaid care work,
create a significant risk that women
impacted by the downturn will
become detached from the labour
market permanently or longterm. Women will also experience
greater future disadvantage from
measures enabling early access to
superannuation,5 as they already
accumulate less superannuation
by retirement.6 It is concerning that
people under 30 are the largest group
wanting early access to super,7 as the
negative impacts of an early loss of
super are compounded over a lifetime
of savings for young women and
non-binary people who experience
multiple forms of disadvantage.
Over time, these factors may lead to
an exacerbation of the gender gap
in retirement savings and a greater
risk of homelessness for this cohort.
The potential policy responses to
these factors are many and varied,
but there is one policy intervention
that we don’t discuss much in
housing circles. Indeed, it’s not so

much a policy intervention, as an
intervention into the policy process.
At the moment, housing and
homelessness policy is made
through processes which claim to
be gender neutral, but which are in
fact gender unaware. While token
gestures are made towards including
references to the situation of women
in housing funding agreements
and the occasional target is set,
policy interventions which aim to
address the underlying causes of
women’s homelessness are limited,
siloed and generally ineffectual.
When policy makers in any sphere of
Australian Government sit down to
develop policy, they unconsciously
use a mental model of an ‘average’
person. While specific policy
interventions might require policy
makers to think about ‘women’ or
‘people with disability’, more general
policy measures lack a granular
analysis of the characteristics of the
people who will be the subject or
recipient of the policy. In practice
this means that overarching policy
is developed for people who are
unconsciously assumed to be white,
cis, hetro, able bodied and male,
with policy relevant to the lives of
people outside this category bolted
on as an afterthought or addressed
in separate, siloed initiatives.
This failure to consider gender has
paradoxically allowed a rock-solid
belief to form at the federal level
that Australia’s systems and policy
processes are gender neutral. By
ignoring gender, public servants and
parliamentarians can also ignore
the differential impact of policies on
men and women, even when the
differences are pointed out. The Prime
Minister formerly known as Treasurer,
Scott Morrison, declared in 2018
that we don’t have pink and blue tax

returns in this country and declared
his confidence that the tax system was
gender neutral.8 This was in spite of
modelling which demonstrated that a
significantly greater proportion of the
2018 program of tax cuts would flow
to men than women and repeated
demonstrations that effective marginal
tax rates operate to disincentivise
women increasing their hours of
work when they have children.9
To make the most of limited funding
opportunities and tight Covid‑19
affected budgets, we need social
housing policy which has been
developed with the actual users
of social housing in mind. Women
make up 60 per cent of people
who are assisted by specialist
housing services,10 and women
are 56 per cent of social housing
tenants.11 Given that women are
the majority of users of housing
support services, one way to do this
is to apply a gender lens to policy
development and implementation,
using tools such as Gender
Responsive Budgeting (GRB).12
Gender Responsive Budgeting
(GRB) monitors whether a country’s
resource allocations matches its
goals for gender equality. GRB in
practice involves tools and processes
which are used to analyse the
gender‑differentiated impacts of
budget and revenue measures for
a budget that equitably distributes
benefits to people of all genders.
GRB can involve multiple actors,
including public service agencies,
Members of Parliament, and civil
society and its different tools can
be implemented at different points
throughout the budget cycle.
GRB is widespread and growing
— almost half of OECD countries
have, are considering or are in the
process of implementing GRB.
A gendered policy development
process would lay bare the role
played by housing and homelessness
policy as a short-term approach
to addressing gendered poverty,
while also enabling the impacts of
specific housing policy measures
on women to be visible and
considered. Given that women are
the majority of users of public and
community housing, greater clarity
about gendered impacts can only
improve the efficiency of government
measures and public spending.

Crazy Eyes, 2012 by Dorothy Lipmann
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