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Loneliness and housing tenure:  Older private renters and social housing tenants in 

Australia 

 

Introduction  

Globally, loneliness is viewed as a critical social issue and  one of the major health concerns 

of the contemporary period (Caciappo et al. 2009; Cacioppo and Cacioppo 2018; Holt-

Lunstad et al. 2015; López Doblas and Díaz Conde 2018). There is a recognition that if left 

untreated, it can have serious implications for physical and mental health (Gerst-Emerson and 

Jayawardhana 2015; Hawkley et al. 2010; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Victor and Yang 2012). 

In this article, we focus on older Australians reliant on the government Age Pension for their 

income residing in social housing or the private rental sector (PRS). We show that housing 

tenure is a crucial determinant of loneliness  for this cohort; older private tenants were far 

more likely to be lonely than their social housing counterparts.       

Although there is some overlap, there is agreement we need to distinguish loneliness from 

social isolation (Malcolm et al. 2019). A person who is devoid of social contacts is not 

necessarily lonely and having a number of social contacts does not preclude an individual 

experiencing loneliness. The quality of a person’s social contacts is crucial (Franklin and 

Trantor  2011; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; Victor et al. 2009). As Routasalo and Pitkala (2003, 

303) conclude, “A person may suffer from loneliness even though surrounded by many 

people, whilst an isolated person may feel completely content with their situation”. 

Loneliness is premised on a lack of satis fying human relationships that causes distress for the 

individual concerned (Savikko et al. 2005). A widely accepted definition of loneliness is that 
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it involves an unwanted discrepancy between the relationships one has and the relationships 

one would like to have:   

Loneliness is a perceived deficit between actual and desired quality or quantity of 

relationships [whereas] [s ]ocial isolation is the objectively quantified shortfall in an 

individual’s social relationships often measured in terms of social network size, 

diversity or frequency of contacts (Malcolm et al. 2019: 2).    

 

Although distinct concepts, there is a strong relationship between social isolation and 

loneliness. People who are socially isolated are more like to experience loneliness than are 

people who have a number of social contacts (AIHW 2019; Yildrim and Kocabiyik 2010).  

 

While difficult and contentious to measure (see Beer et al. 2016; Stanley et al. 2010), national 

and comparative surveys suggest that a substantial proportion of the global population 

experiences loneliness at some stage in their life and that the prevalence is increasing 

(Franklin and Tranter 2011; Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015). One estimate is that in advanced 

economies around a third of the population are affected to some degree by loneliness, and 

one in 12 are severely affected (Cacioppo and Cacioppo 2018). A 2010 survey in the United 

States concluded that around a third of Americans over 45 felt lonely (Anderson 2010). In the 

United Kingdom, a survey by the British Red Cross found that 18% of respondents felt lonely 

always or often (British Red Cross 2017). The perceived crisis around loneliness led to the 

British Parliament appointing its firs t minister for loneliness in January 2018. In Australia, a 

nation-wide study by the Australian Psychological Society found that one in four Australian 

adults experience loneliness. In response to the question: ‘How often do you feel alone?’ 

8.5% of respondents answered ‘always’ and 41.4% said ‘sometimes’. Close to 30% reported 

they rarely or never feel ‘part of a group of friends’ (Australian Psychological Society 2018).   
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Comparative studies suggest that the broader national economic, social and cultural context 

perhaps influences the extent of  loneliness. A study comparing the extent of loneliness in the 

UK, the United States of America and Japan, found that 22% of adults in the United States 

often or always felt lonely, as do 23% of adults in the UK. The extent of loneliness in Japan 

was far lower with 9% of respondents stating that they often or always felt lonely (Di Julio et 

al. 2018). Noteworthy, is that the majority of people experiencing loneliness in this study 

were under 50. 

The European Social Survey (ESS) investigated loneliness and age across 25 European 

nations. It found that Eastern European nations have the highest proportion of lonely people 

and Northern Europe the lowest (Yang and Victor 2011). The survey showed that in Russia 

and other Eastern European nations, loneliness is highest in the older age cohorts. The same 

survey found that in Northern European countries loneliness was far less prevalent and did 

not increase with age.  

A survey of loneliness among older people (12,248 responses) in 14 countries in north, south, 

east and central Europe found that respondents in Denmark, Switzerland, The Netherlands, 

Germany and Sweden were located on the low side of feelings of loneliness and the Czech  

Republic, Greece, Spain, France, Poland and Italy were on the high side. Thus in Denmark, 

6.3% of respondents recorded the  lowest “feelings of loneliness”, compared to 20% of Polish 

and 25.4% of Italian respondents (Fokkema, et al. Dykstra 2012). A multivariate analysis 

established that the higher prevalence of loneliness in Greece and the Czech Republic was 

due to their populations being older, having a higher proportion of older women and of never 

and formerly married older people. Differences in socio-economic status was also a major 

factor accounting “for the higher level of loneliness in the central European countries Poland 
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and the Czech Republic and in the southern European countries Greece, Spain, and Italy … 

“ (Fokkema et al. 2012: 215). Health status was also central, explaining the high levels of 

loneliness in Spain. Having children and being in contact with them was significant:  “The 

largest differences in the prevalence of loneliness are found between older adults with and 

without children” (Fokkema et al. 2012: 219).   

The prevalence of loneliness in late modernity has been linked to the collapse of traditional 

structures and the expectation that the individual has to make their own way in the world. The 

array of possibilities, whilst liberating, also increases the risk of loneliness. This openness 

and attendant risk is captured by Giddens (1991: 5).  

Because of the ‘openness’ of social life today, the pluralisation of contexts of action 

and diversity of ‘authorities ’, lifestyle choice is increasingly important in the 

constitution of self-identity and daily activity. Reflexively organised life-planning, 

which normally presumes consideration of risks as filtered through contact with 

expert knowledge, becomes a central feature of structuring self-identity.  

A similar argument is made by Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1996: 27). They contend that a 

key feature of the contemporary period is individualisation. Individuals need to construct 

their own trajectory and this process is fraught with risk. If they fail, loneliness could result.  

… if they are not to fail individuals must be able to plan for the long term and adapt to 

change; they must organise and improvise, set goals, recognise obstacles, accept 

defeats and attempt new starts. They need initiative, tenacity, flexibility.  

An aspect that has received minimal attention is the impact of housing tenure on loneliness. 

This study contributes to this sparse literature on housing and loneliness by examining the 

impacts of housing tenure on loneliness among older people (65 and over) in Aus tralia. 
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Drawing on in-depth interviews, it compares the perceptions and experiences of loneliness of 

older private renters to that of older social housing tenants. While recognising that the causes 

of loneliness are varied and complex, we  argue that in Australia, for older people on the 

government Age Pension1, their housing tenure often plays a critical role in shaping their  

experience of loneliness. The study compares older private renters to older social housing 

tenants. It illustrates how the insecure and expensive private rental sector (PRS) (see 

Australian Government 2019) in contrast to the secure and affordable social housing sector, 

means that older private renters are more likely to experience loneliness than their social 

housing counterparts.   

 

The article proceeds as follows; next loneliness is defined and distinguished from social 

isolation. We then examine the contributors to loneliness focusing on older people. This is 

followed by a discussion of housing tenure and loneliness. Housing tenure in the Australian 

context is then briefly reviewed and the methodology outlined. Following this, the research 

findings on the experience of loneliness of older Australians in the PRS and their 

counterparts in social housing are mapped out.  

Contributors to loneliness focusing on older people  

A common notion is that loneliness among older people will  be higher than the general 

population due to a range of potentially challenging transitions - increased health problems, 

retirement from work, children leaving home and death of spouse, friends and relatives 

(Heylen 2010; Routasalo and Pitkala 2003; Stanley et al. 2010). Certainly, widowhood can be 

a major determinant of loneliness for older people (Beer et al. 2016; De Jong Gierveld and 

Havens 2004; López Doblas and Díaz Conde 2018). A key shift over the last three decades in 

almost all advanced economies has been the increase in the proportion of single person 

households. Research has consistently demonstrated that while not everyone that lives alone 
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experiences loneliness, it certainly increases the possibility (Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015; 

Forsman et al. 2013). An Australian study concluded that loneliness is highly concentrated in 

single person households where 40% of respondents who lived alone (all age groups ), agreed 

that they experienced loneliness (Franklin and Tranter 2011). In Australia, lone person 

households increased from 20% of all households in 1991 to 24.4% in 2016 (ABS 2017a). In 

2016, 22.9% of households occupied by persons aged 65 and over were single person 

households (ABS 2017b).  

Health status has also been found to be a significant contributor to loneliness (Malcolm, Frost 

and Cowie 2019; Savikko et al. 2005). Older people with low physical functioning are more 

likely to experience loneliness as mobility difficulties may be a barrier to social engagement 

(Aartsen and Jylhä 2011; Cohen-Mansfield and Parpura-Gill 2007). Not surprisingly, social 

isolation and loneliness have been found to be greater for older people with visual or hearing 

impairment as their capacity to sustain social connections is diminished (Grow et al. 2015; 

Kramer et al. 2002). The lessening of social relationships due to poor physical health, can 

lead to depression which further exacerbates withdrawal and loneliness (Malcolm et al. 

2019). Depression has been strongly associated with loneliness and over time they mutually 

reinforce each other (Yang 2019). In their study of age and loneliness, Victor and Yang 

(2012: 96) found that, ‘Those who report that they are depressed all or most of the time have 

the highest reported rates of loneliness at approximately 38%’. 

Contact with adult children and grandchildren can play an important role in preventing 

loneliness. When there is limited communication and contact across generations, there is a 

greater chance of the older people affected experiencing loneliness (De Jong Gierveld and 

Havens 2004). A study of older people in Finland described how grandchildren gave meaning 

to life and concluded that inter-generational relationships were perceived as an important part 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167494316302862#bib0005
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of their wellbeing (Forsman et al. 2013).  

Besides societal factors, the personality of individuals is an important aspect to consider. In 

an Australian study of 764 adult twins, significant positive correlations were found  between 

loneliness and insecurity / stress (neuroticism) and significant negative correlations were 

found with agreeableness, conscientiousness and extraversion (Schermer and Martin 2019).   

Housing tenure and loneliness 

The role of housing tenure, as mentioned, has received minimal attention in the discussion of 

contributors to loneliness. The relationship between housing tenure and loneliness is complex 

and disentangling causality is difficult. Nevertheless, previous research has indicated that 

there is a link. An Australian survey of 1502 Australian adults found that renters (private 

rental and social housing tenants ) are significantly more likely to experience loneliness than 

homeowners. Whereas only 4% of homeowners said that they experienced loneliness on a 

daily basis, 11% of social housing tenants and 13% of private renters did (Franklin and 

Tranter 2011). The same survey found that 62% of outright homeowners, 27% of social 

housing tenants and 39% of private renters said that they rarely or never experience 

loneliness.   

Franklin and Tranter’s explanation for the results highlights the difficulty of isolating housing 

tenure as a causal factor. Although their explanation for the differences is sparse, they do 

indicate that household composition is a key factor. Thus almost half of respondents who 

lived alone “agreed that they experience loneliness as a serious problem”. In Australia, a far 

greater proportion of older renters live alone. The 2016 Australian Census indicated that 

24.2% of homeowners lived alone compared to 42.1% of renters (unfortunately the social 

housing and private renters data were pooled) (ABS 2017). The same study found that self-

rated health status was a strong predictor of loneliness : ‘Those in poor health … [were] 
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almost five times as likely as those in good or excellent health to experience loneliness 

frequently …’ (Franklin and Tranter 2011: 7).  The self-reported health status of the social 

housing tenants was much lower than that of homeowners  and the private renters . Finally, 

social class was a factor. Respondents who identified as lower class tended to be more lonely 

than those who identified as middle class. The older homeowners were far more likely to be 

middle class than the social housing tenants or private renters.   

Another key factor linked to housing tenure is stability of residence. Research has indicated 

that longevity of residence can contribute to close social ties and mutual assistance (Kasarda 

and Janowitz 1974; Keene et al. 2013; McCabe, 2012; Turney and Harknett 2010). In their 

study of neighbourhoods in Chicago, Keene et al. (2013: 174) concluded that the “Mean 

levels of social support, nearby social ties, social cohesion and reciprocal exchange, are 

generally higher for longer-term residents”.   

Affordable, safe and adequate housing is also an important determinant of health status and 

wellbeing (Meltzer and Schwartz, 2012; Maqbool et al. 2015). Households who are not in 

affordable and adequate housing are far more likely to suffer from stress and poor health 

which in turn can have a significant impact on people’s capacity to form quality social bonds 

(de Jong and Tesch-Romer 2012: Burholt and Scharf 2014). Home ownership has been 

shown to contribute towards ontological security (Hiscock et al. 2001). 

Housing tenure and people dependent on the government Age Pension in Australia   

 Historically, Australia has been a home-owning society. Home ownership expanded rapidly 

post 1945 reaching 72% in 1962, up from 47% in the late 1940s (Paris 1993). Since this 

highpoint, there has been a slow but steady decline. In the last decade especially, accessing 

home ownership has become exceptionally difficult for low-income households. In 2017-18, 
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66% of Australians owned their home with or without a mortgage (ABS 2019a). Social 

housing has never exceeded 6% of the housing stock and in 2017-18 constituted only 3% 

(ABS 2019a). Historically, social housing, although a small proportion of the housing stock, 

has played a critical role in housing low-income households (Paris 1993). The PRS has 

shown a steady increase and in 2017-18, 27% of all households were private renters, up from 

20% in 1997-98 (ABS 2019a). In 2017-2018, 83.6% of households where the age of the 

reference person was aged 65 plus were homeowners, 9.1% were private renters  (up from 

6.5% in 2003-04) and 3.3% were social housing tenants (ABS 2019b).  

The significance of housing tenure for people dependent on the government Age Pension is 

illustrated in the most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data on the cost of 

housing. In 2017-18, the mean national weekly cost of housing for homeowners without a 

mortgage was $53, for homeowners with a mortgage it was $484, for social housing tenants it 

was $158 and for tenants of a private landlord it was $3992 (ABS 2019b). The maximum Age 

Pension (including supplements ) for people living by themselves in July 2018 was $425 a 

week and for a couple it was $642. Private renters dependent on government benefits are also 

entitled to Rent Assistance (RA) – a payment from the federal government to help them with 

their rent. The maximum RA a sole person household could receive in July 2018 was $67.40 

a week and a couple was  entitled to $63.50 a week. Table 1 shows the proportion of income 

that was required by households in July 2018 in the different tenures presuming they were 

paying the mean national weekly housing costs and receiving the full government Age 

Pension and in the case of private renters, receiving the maximum CRA.  

 

Table 1 here 
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Table 1 illustrates  that older homeowners and social housing tenants dependent solely or 

primarily on the Age Pension for their income are likely to have substantially greater 

financial resources at their disposal than their private renter counterparts due to the cost of 

their accommodation being so much lower. The rent of social housing tenants is set at a 

maximum of 25% of income. In contrast, an older private renter paying the mean weekly rent 

and living by themselves would be using 85% of their income to pay for accommodation. 

After paying their rent, the disposable weekly income of a social housing tenant living by 

themselves and dependent on the Age Pension for their income, would be $319 dollars. The 

weekly disposable income of their counterpart in the PRS would be $93. The minimal 

disposable income of this group encourages loneliness. They simply do not have the financial 

capacity to maintain social ties and socially engage.     

Besides being affordable, a crucial advantage of social housing is that security of tenure is 

virtually guaranteed. Potentially they can be resident in the same property for many years. In 

contrast, in the PRS once the written agreement /lease with the landlord ends (leases are 

rarely more than 12 months), in New South Wales  (NSW), the state where this research took 

place, the tenant can be evicted as long as s/he is given 90 days written notice. The landlord 

is not required to give reasons. Also, once the lease ends the landlord can increase the rent to 

whatever the market can bear. This scenario means that unless they have a benevolent 

landlord, older private tenants live in perpetual fear of being asked to vacate or of having 

their rent increased to an untenable level (Australian Government 2019).   

Methodology 

This analysis draws on interview data drawn from 32 semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with older (65 plus) private renters and 62 social housing tenants. In order to make the two 

groups as similar as possible, all couple households were excluded from the sample. Thus all 
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of the interviewees were living by themselves and dependent on the government Age Pension 

solely or primarily for their income. They were all aged 65 or over. The average age of the 

private renters interviewed was 71 and for the social housing tenants it was 73. Twelve of the 

32 private renters were male and 20 were female. Only 14 of the social housing tenants 

interviewed were male. Interestingly, gender did not emerge as a factor in the responses of 

interviewees. Almost all of the interviewees were living in Sydney. A few of the private 

renters were located in regional towns in NSW. The interviews were conducted between 

2005 and 2017.3   

All of the interviews with the private renters and 43 of the interviews with social housing 

tenants were conducted as part of a larger project (project 1) that examined the various 

impacts of housing tenure on older Australians dependent on the government Age Pension for 

their income. A key focus was the impact of housing tenure on social ties , leisure activities 

and the experience of loneliness.  

 

The remaining 19 interviews were all with social housing tenants in inner-Sydney.4 These 

interviews, conducted in 2016 and 2017, were part of a project (project 2) that examined the 

impacts of the displacement of a long-standing social housing community in Millers Point in 

inner Sydney (see author, 2018). Some of the tenants interviewed had already moved. By 

July 2018, all of the close to 600 social housing tenants had been moved.  Again, a key theme 

in these interviews was the social ties, sense of community and mutual assistance that existed 

in the area prior to the displacement announcement in early 2014. For the 11 interviewees 

who had moved, an additional theme was the impact of the displacement on their social ties 

and experience of loneliness.  
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All of the interviews were audio-recorded and professionally transcribed. Each transcript was 

then saved on NVivo software. Adopting an inductive approach, the interviews were studied 

line by line and all material relating to the experience of loneliness, what contributed to it or 

lessened it, the quality of social ties and a sense of social integration, were identified.  

Recruitment  

There is potential for bias in any study involving the recruitment of interviewees. However, 

the recruitment strategy meant that any older social housing tenant or private renter who saw 

the recruitment material was able to accept the invitation to participate. The only criterion 

was that they needed to be reliant on the Age Pension for their income. Recruitment of the 

social housing tenants and private renters for project 1, involved visiting social housing 

complexes, liaising with tenants ’ committees, asking organisations that support and have 

contact with older people to assist with recruitment, advertising the study in a seniors 

publication, flyers and snowball sampling. The social housing tenants, because they are 

generally concentrated in a housing complex, were not difficult to recruit. Eight interviewees 

were based in Western Sydney, the remainder were all in the inner-city in Sydney.  

For project 2, the committee formed to fight the Millers Point displacement played a major 

role in advertising the study and recruiting tenants. The lawyer representing the tenants also 

assisted and again there was little problem finding participants.   

In contrast, the recruitment of the older private renters was a major challenge. This was 

mainly due to them being dispersed, isolated and less engaged with organisations. For these 

interviewees, word of mouth was crucial as was an advertisement for the study placed in a 

widely circulated free seniors publication.  

 

Older private renters and loneliness 
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Despite the epistemological difficulties, the interviews strongly indicated that the 

interviewees who were dependent on the PRS for their accommodation were much more 

likely to be socially isolated and experience loneliness than their counterparts in social 

housing. The two fundamental features of the PRS that created fertile ground for older 

tenants in the PRS experiencing loneliness were the high cost of their accommodation 

relative to their income and their tenure insecurity. These two features had five inter-related 

consequences all of which contributed to social isolation and loneliness. They were a lack of 

financial resources, insecurity, anxiety and depression, inappropriate accommodation and 

being located in an unsuitable neighbourhood. The few private tenants who had managed to 

find empathetic landlords and felt secure and were paying a low rent, were generally socially 

engaged and less likely to experience loneliness.  

Financial stress, insecurity, anxiety, depression and loneliness 

The financial stress and insecurity of most older private renters had two key impacts. It meant 

that they had little or no money for social activities and this  made it exceptionally difficult 

for them to maintain social ties and break their isolation. Secondly, their lack of financial 

resources combined very often with the constant concern that they could be forced to move, 

created intense anxiety and, in some cases, depression.  

 

Betty (all the names used are pseudonyms) was a widower.  She also could not afford to 

engage in social activities and was desperately lonely. Her rent exceeded her income and she 

depended on her daughter to make up the shortfall. Her daughter purchased all her 

necessities:   
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Without her [her daughter], I couldn’t live. Yeah, [I feel isolated] and everybody says, 

“Well I’m going to such and such, its free, would you like to come?”… I’ve got 

nothing decent to wear.   

Her financial situation was a central contributor to her loneliness and depression. She hardly 

ventured out: 

I do think that when it gets to the stage where the Age Pension doesn’t even cover 

your net [expenses], I do think you should be entitled to take something … I usually 

ring Lifeline when I feel that I want to commit suicide to tell you the truth. … I don’t 

sleep at all at night now. I’m so worried about it all … I don’t suppose you’re meant 

to have dignity now … I used to volunteer, but I’ve just got so down, now I just 

haven’t got the energy. 

Another older private renter, Barbara  was in a similar situation. Her rent accounted for a 

large part of her income and her limited finances meant she could not participate socially. 

Her loneliness was acute:  

What do you do with $40?  Can’t pay the electricity, can’t pay the gas, can’t pay the 

phone. You cannot do anything …  Well, you don’t go anywhere!   

Shirley was desperate to access social housing and was becoming increasingly depressed, 

isolated and lonely. Her comment is a stark illustration of the link between housing costs, the 

resultant lack of financial resources, depression and loneliness:   

Well it [being a private renter] is having a lot of emotional impact. My doctor gets 

quite concerned about my situation. She’s written several letters herself filling forms 

and everything to the Housing Commission to try and get me [in] quicker … And it 

[being a private renter] and having [restricted finances] affects you really badly 
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mentally … So you know it stops you from socialising … I don’t go to the movies. I 

don’t go to the clubs. I don’t go anywhere.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

For some older private renters their social isolation due to financial constraints did not 

necessarily equate to feeling lonely. Bill’s hobby kept him occupied:  

Yes, well I don’t go out. I haven’t been able to go out for ages … Life is quite 

restrained you might say.  I mean I’m sort of, in a different position to some of the 

other people because I have a great interest in the internet and I paint … So, I mean 

that’s what I can do. I can restore pictures . I’ve done it for ages and that was a hobby 

for the last 10 years … I wouldn’t mind company but the thing is I can entertain 

myself to some degree, but other people if you didn’t have that sort of drive to do 

something like that you’d be sitting around all day waiting for the next day …   

The accommodation, the neighbourhood and loneliness   

For some private renters , their accommodation accentuated their isolation. Ruth had been 

forced to live in boarding houses for a period. She found it a deeply isolating and difficult 

experience: 

You’re cohabitating with the most desperate people in our community … Safety is an 

issue … So it is very confronting and you feel very isolated and alone and helpless 

because there doesn’t seem to be anyone you can go to … I was so entrapped in my 

own despair that I couldn’t, I didn’t know how to reach out to services that probably 

were available and no one was offering anything and everywhere I went the doors 

were closed so I sort of gave up.   
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Robert lived in a furnished studio, in a rundown apartment block in inner-Sydney. He had no 

relationship with his neighbours many of whom were transient and had mental health and or 

substance abuse issues. His isolation was intense, as was his loneliness:  

You’re isolated and … you’ve really got no one to talk to … It’s like being in a 

gaol … ‘cos you’re sitting there looking at four walls and you have no condition that 

you want to get out.  

Their limited finances meant that older private renters had very limited or no capacity to 

choose where they wanted to live. They would find themselves in neighbourhoods where 

they would not know anybody. Nancy had been living with her daughter and her family, but 

had been forced to leave:   

I’m very bored and all that sort of thing and lonely and isolated where I am now … 

It’s [the rented accommodation] very isolated … I don’t know any neighbours and I 

never see any neighbours. I know they live here, but I don’t know where they go to … 

When you haven’t got [stable] housing, you don’t have the neighbours that you know 

and the shopkeeper that you know. You don’t go for morning coffee with your 

friends. Everything is like living on a razor’s edge.  

The few older private renters interviewed who had been fortunate to find affordable, secure 

and adequate accommodation were far less likely to experience loneliness. Rachel’s rent was 

low and her landlord had told her that she could stay in her cottage as long as she desired. I 

asked her if the low rent and security of tenure meant that she “could participate in society”. 

Her response was clear:   

Certainly I do, and I think, as I said, doing the volunteer work makes you feel that you 

are making a difference you know. I do that a few weekends a month.  I get a lot out 

of that and I do other things as well …  
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Older social housing tenants and loneliness 

Certainly, some of the older social housing tenants interviewed experienced loneliness. This 

was especially so for those who had been displaced. However, the affordability and security 

of their accommodation, longevity of residence (this was a crucial factor), similar life 

histories of fellow tenants and capacity to walk to friends (fellow tenants living in the same 

complex), created a context that meant that as a group, they were less likely to experience 

loneliness than their counterparts in the PRS.    

Whereas many of the private renters spent their days alone, only leaving their home to 

purchase essentials or for religious services, most of the social housing tenants participated in 

a range of activities, many of which were within walking distance. They were not constrained 

by a lack of finances or anxiety about the future of their accommodation. Elaine’s (72 years -

old) social engagement was exceptional:   

Ah, [I participate in] plenty [of leisure activities ] … We go to different places and 

play bowls and we have a walking group, and I belong to a singing group. We go to 

nursing homes. Twice a week we go to nursing homes. I’m with the choir …  And 

we’ve got a concert coming up on Friday, our own concert …    And we go to 

festivals. Anywhere they want us to sing. I’m very happy. 

Some of the public housing tenants were proactive and highly engaged in community 

activities. Alice was 85 years -old when I interviewed her. She taught English in the 

community centre of her public housing complex:  

There’s a lot of good people here, a lot of friendly people … Now I teach English 

down here. I’m a voluntary English teacher … So there’s about four or five us now 

that’s permanent and we’re there [the community centre] every week.  
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Maureen treasured her social housing complex. She had close social ties and felt it was a 

genuine community:   

I think it’s wonderful here. As I said, you walk out the door and it lifts you. I think it’s 

a wonderful place. I feel at home and we have no problems here. …  I get on well with 

everyone … Everyone, everyone is so nice … I’m really happy. I’m very pleased. 

Tracey loved her public housing apartment block in inner-Sydney:  

Well we were so joyous you know and everyone that moved in here, well we knew 

everyone. We had wonderful neighbours we’ve never not had wonderful neighbours.  

And it was just this vibrant hub … So everyone knew Tracey you know cos we lived 

there and worked there as well and we just loved it.   

The interviewees who had been private renters spoke about how accessing social housing had 

changed their lives:  

I started cooking again. I started gardening again. I started being involved in the 

community at different levels … I started socialising with others within the complex 

where I was living as well … I had a base. I had a secure private place that was mine. 

(Ruth) 

There were social housing tenants that were lonely. The lack of longevity of residence was 

clearly a key factor.  Wendy had only been in social housing for a few months when 

interviewed.  It was evident that she was terribly lonely. Prior to moving into social housing 

she had been in a private home looking after a frail older person. She now had no obligations. 

I suggested that she is now “as free as a bird”.  She responded,  

I'm not really cos birds are allowed to fly around. I can't. I don’t like being here on my 

own … It’s very lonely because these other tenants they’ve got their husbands or their 
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own lives to live and so they don’t mix and so I look at four walls . TV doesn’t interest 

me and I do reading and things like that. But without someone to talk to, it gets a bit 

monotonous.   

Many of the recently displaced Millers Point tenants were lonely in their new context:  

Well no I miss being able to walk out the front door and know people. I feel a lot 

more lonely … Since I've been here not one of my friends has been to visit me 

(Jacinta). 

Discussion and conclusion 

Research on loneliness among older people has focused on the significance of health status 

(e.g. Gerst-Emerson and Jayawardhana 2015), lack of mobility (Aartsen and Jylhä 2011; 

Cohen-Mansfield and Parpura-Gill 2007), living alone and widowhood (López Doblas and 

Díaz Conde 2018) and on the broader societal context (Victor and Yang 2011). Most of these 

studies have used surveys with different scales to measure loneliness (cf. e.g. Australian 

Psychological Society 2018). To the best of our knowledge, there have been no previous 

qualitative studies that have explored how older people in different housing tenures 

experience loneliness. Our study partially addresses this research gap and maps the impacts 

of housing tenure on older people’s experience of loneliness. It brings to the fore the need to 

address the connection between loneliness and housing tenure.   

The interviews indicated that housing tenure was a fundamental factor determining the 

likelihood of experiencing loneliness. Not surprisingly, the crucial aspects were the cost of 

accommodation and security of tenure. For most of the older private renters, their rent 

accounted for a substantial fraction of their government Age Pension. After paying for their 

accommodation, electricity/ gas, telephone and food - the four essential items – most did not 

have the financial means to partake in social activities and maintain or develop social ties. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167494316302862#bib0005
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This was especially so for those older private renters who lived by themselves and had 

minimal or no contact with family.  

Also, the possibility of being asked to vacate was a constant concern. Their lack of financial 

resources, combined with their constant insecurity and perceived lack of control, were key 

factors generating depression and anxiety about the future. Their mental health exacerbated 

their incapacity to engage socially and the likelihood of experiencing loneliness.   

A final factor was that their limited resources meant that often they were often forced to 

accept sub-standard accommodation and some found themselves having to live in 

neighbourhoods where they knew no one. There is no doubt that in many instances their 

living circumstances accentuated their sense of hopelessness and experience of loneliness.   

In many ways the situation of older Australians in PRS reflects the potential impacts of late 

modernity for the individual. All of these older private tenants had to make their own way in 

the housing market and have found themselves in the high risk PRS – a housing tenure that 

can strip away any semblance of community for low-income tenants.   

As indicated, a few of the social housing tenants interviewed were lonely. However, in 

contrast to the private renters, almost all of the social housing interviewees felt that their lives 

were manageable and that they were part of a community. Due to their accommodation costs 

being a fixed and manageable percentage of their income, they were able to budget and 

engage in leisure activities. Also, they had no fear of losing their accommodation. This 

security of tenure meant that many of the interviewees had been in the same home for many 

years, knew their fellow residents and had had ample time to develop deep friendships. Many 

of their friends lived in the same complex or close by and there was a good deal of mutual 

support. In line with other studies (see Kasarda and Janowitz 1974; Keene et al. 2013; 

McCabe 2012), longevity of residence was key. Many of the social housing tenants who had 
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recently moved into social housing or had been displaced from Millers Point were lonely. 

The ex-Millers Point residents desperately missed the social ties and sense of community 

they had had.  

 

The sense of security and feeling of belonging and community that the social housing tenants 

expressed clearly had a positive impact on their mental health. A number were involved in 

community activities and they were keen and able to engage socially. Research on loneliness 

emphasises the role of community engagement in reducing the possibility of depression 

(Forsman et al. 2013).  

Although older people, more especially the very old (80 plus), are likely to experience life-

changing transitions that could precipitate loneliness (namely widowhood and losing friends 

through dementia or death), our research supports the finding that age is not necessarily a 

central determinant, rather it is the circumstances in which older people find themselves. 

Although national differences are important to consider, what our study shows is that within 

nations the variations in the circumstances of older people can be profound and have a 

substantial bearing on whether a particular group of older people experiences or does not 

experience loneliness. An interesting question for future research is whether more recent and 

younger social housing tenants have strong social ties or are isolated.     

As Australia moves away from being a home-owning society, the role of housing tenure in 

shaping the extent of loneliness will become more evident. Historically, most older 

Australians have been able to avoid the PRS in their retirement. There was a realisation that 

the high housing costs and insecurity linked to this housing tenure, would make everyday life  

on the Age Pension extremely challenging. Regrettably, the decline of the social housing 

sector, difficulty accessing home ownership due to the high cost of residential property and 
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increasing divorce in later years, means that it is likely that the dependence of older 

Australians on the PRS will continue to increase. This study indicates that an inevitable 

consequence of this, is that in the future an ever greater proportion of older Australians will 

experience loneliness. 

1 In Australia, historically, the government Age Pension has been available for men when 

they turned 65 and for women when they turned 62. However, the qualifying age has 

gradually crept up and it is now 66 for men and women and by 2023 it will be 67. An 

individual’s eligibility is means tested – i.e. the amount you are you eligible for is dependent 

on your income and assets. A person’s home is not included in the assets test. In February 

2020, the full Age Pension, including all supplements, was $467 a week for a single person 

and $703.50 for couples. The national minimum wage at this time was $740.80 for a 38 hour 

week.  

2 In Sydney, Australia’s most expensive housing market, the median weekly rent for a two 

bedroom house in June 2019, was around $600 (NSW Government 2019). 

3 In 2005 and 2006, I completed a number of interviews on older people in different housing 

tenures. In 2014, I returned to this focus in preparation for a book on older people and 

housing tenure and conducted several more interviews. In the intervening period there had 

been little change in the circumstances of older private renters. The light regulation of the 

private rental sector is still in place and rents remain extremely high. For older social housing 

tenants, many had to cope with more challenging neighbours due to the increasing 

residualisation of social housing.     

4 The two studies were approved by the ethics committee at the author’s university.  
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