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Key Arguments
•

Designing policies to assist transitioning regional economies requires more
than clearly identifying what social and economic disruptions are occurring.
Policy aims can be derailed unless there is an equally sharp understanding
how competitive disruptions impact daily life.

•

Economic insecurity increasingly disrupts household life. Escalating living
costs, precarious employment, low and erratic wages, inadequate and
increasingly conditional welfare payments intimately interlink to intensify
household insecurity.

•

Living at the stressful interface of work, social security and family
responsibilities heightens the risks to wellbeing.

•

Social security payments play a key role in sustaining working populations in
labour markets in ways that benefit both regional households and employers.

•

The social and economic interactions of a community are best analysed at
the SA2 level.
For local socio-economic relations to be sustainably enhanced, it is vital for
national, state and regional employment policy planners to identify specific
locations of intense income support payment receipt and precarious jobs.

•

•

Further statistical and qualitative research is crucial to investigate how lowand moderate-income regional households experience and navigate the risks
of ‘making do’ each fortnight.
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1 Introduction
The distinctive spatial clustering, distribution and characteristics of regional
populations and work detailed in the report so far provides a valuable macro-level
resource for regional policy makers. The focus of this chapter turns towards middlerange and micro-level insights into how the social security system plays a crucial role
in the relationship between households and employment in the regions and subregions.
Neoclassical economics tends to reduce labour markets to an essentially
symmetrical matter of supply and demand. From a political economy perspective
such an abstract approach fails to recognise how ‘the inextricably human aspect of
the wage relation’ structures and differentiates labour markets (Saad-Filho, 2000:
212). Labour markets are situated within—and rely upon—people’s overall social,
economic and cultural relationships. While increasingly connected to other markets
(through regional, national and international value chains) each local labour market
functions through a specific set of socio-economic relations that need to be sustained
and reproduced. Sustainable production over time (reproduction) necessarily extends
well beyond the workplace. The workforce also needs to be trained, maintained and
reproduced in ways that meet the changing needs of the workplace and people’s
lives. The human benefits accruing from decent health, education and welfare
systems are equally basic preconditions for a thriving labour market.
The overall productive capabilities of a local workforce are undermined if their social
relationships are put under stress by economic insecurity. In Australia, low-income
households are increasingly impacted by a range of factors that are making life more
financially insecure: precarious employment, low and erratic wages, inadequate and
conditional welfare payments, and escalating living costs (OECD, 2015; Whiteford
and Heron, 2018).
Social security systems play a key role in sustaining working populations in labour
markets. Family Tax Benefit and childcare payments are designed to strengthen a
productive relationship between employees and employers by increasing labour
utilisation rates (Martin, 2004; Productivity Commission, 2015). Income support
payments (such as Newstart Allowance and Parenting Payment) not only provide
social insurance during periods of unemployment but also facilitate the increasing
demand for casual and part-time workers. Work-and-welfare is the norm for nearly
450,000 underemployed Australians, with 12% of the part-time workforce estimated
to be receiving an income support payment in June 2016 (Whiteford and Heron,
2018a).
Rising economic insecurity is becoming an increasing concern for welfare advocates,
labour market researchers and policy makers. According to the OECD (2015) almost
40 per cent of total employment in Australia was non-standard in 2013. In August
2018, almost a quarter of employees – 2.5 million people – had earnings that varied
from one period to the next. Twenty-one per cent (2.2 million) did not usually work
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the same number of hours each week and 19 per cent did not have a guaranteed
minimum number of hours each week (2.0 million) (ABS, 2018).
Seasonal employment is one aspect of the economic insecurity experienced by many
households. Figure 1 shows the national patterns of unemployment in the last
decade. A seasonal spike each January-February is evident—especially for
women—presumably due to fewer jobs after the Christmas period.

Figure 1: Australia - number of unemployed
Source: 6291.0.55.001 Labour Force, Australia, Detailed - Electronic Delivery. Table 02. Labour force
status by State, Territory, Greater capital city, Rest of state (ASGS) and Sex

This pattern is corroborated by other ABS data which shows that every January since
1979 the number of women employed drops by more than 100,000 people, or by
around 2% of all employed women. This may also be related to casual workers
without paid leave entitlements being forced to quit their jobs to look after children in
the school holidays. Each of the six regions in focus have highly distinctive patterns
of unemployment across the year (see section 2). More importantly, so do the subregions—where local labour markets tend to dominate economic and social life (see
section 4).
To understand how economic insecurity is impacting households and employers in
the six regions of focus, we format this analysis through the following questions:
1. What are the day-to-day financial and emotional experiences of low-income
households living at the intersection of welfare and labour markets? Are there
common experiences within household cohorts such as individuals who live
alone or single parent families? How does household economic insecurity
impact on labour market efficiencies?
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2. Does an analysis of Newstart Allowance receipt patterns within and across
the six selected regions shed light on what is common or distinctive in their
labour markets?
3. Using the Latrobe-Gippsland Region as a case example, what does a more
detailed analysis of income support receipt at the sub-regional (SA2) level
reveal about local labour markets?
4. What are the next steps for regionally-focused socio-economic research?

1.1

Chapter Structure

Section 2

The lived experience of receiving uncertain incomes from paid work and from the
Australian social security system not only impacts the wellbeing of individuals and
household but has important socio-economic consequences for regional employers
and policy makers. When financial buffers are thin, the contemporary social relations
of risk, debt, wages, welfare, time, transport and place combine and interact in novel
and uneven ways.
This section draws on findings from a Brotherhood of St Laurence study that illustrate
some of the financial, emotional and time pressures experienced by households
juggling the fortnightly uncertainties of low-paid work with a top-up social security
payment (Banks and Bowman, 2017; Bowman and Banks, 2018). The impact of
economic insecurity driven by income precarity/welfare conditionality on households
at the regional and sub-regional levels has yet to be researched. The section
concludes with two examples illustrating that local-level impacts (at the SA2 level)
have distinctive characteristics due to the different spatial, demographic and labour
market characteristics of the working-age population in each sub-regional area.
Section 3

From the perspective of economic insecurity, this section examines some of the
commonalities and differences between the six selected regions’ working-age
populations. The focus here is on providing basic regional-level observations into
how many households and individuals have an uncertain or little relationship with
their local labour market. Underemployment rates, seasonal reliance on social
security payments and tallies of overall unemployment across different types of
Income Support Payments (ISPs) in each region are compared. The proportions of
the working age populations receiving each payment across the regions is then
provided for a more standardised comparative understanding. It uses the examples
of Newstart Allowance and Parenting Payment Single receipt to highlight how
economic insecurity and uncertainty within regional working-age populations have
distinctive unemployment patterns and gender differences. Newstart Allowance
(NSA)—the primary ISP for unemployed Australians—is often used throughout this
chapter as a proxy for quarterly changes in regional and sub-regional unemployment
numbers and rates. This approach is taken because of the unreliability of Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) monthly unemployment estimates at the SA4 (regional)
and SA2 (sub-regional) level.
3

Section 4

The focus shifts to a micro-level analysis of sub-regional dynamics of labour markets
and welfare. Using the Latrobe Gippsland Region as a case example, the previous
analysis is repeated. A counter-argument is made that regional-level analyses are
very limited—that they obscure an understanding of the work-welfare dynamics
occurring at the more local level.
At a local labour level, a regional employer’s requirements for full-time, contract, parttime, casual or seasonal labour has significant impacts on the working-age
population over time. A local worker may need to complement seasonal work with
one employer by some offsetting employment with another employer during part of
the year, or they may draw down on their savings. Others may need to claim an ISP
for a period. For workers engaged in ongoing low-paid part-time or casual
employment they may also need to receive a part payment from Centrelink. The
more fine-grained findings in this section reinforce the following arguments:
•
•
•

labour markets are spatially situated at the sub-regional (SA2) level not the
regional (SA4) level;
intermittent or ongoing reliance on an ISP have highly localised
characteristics and patterns;
for local socio-economic relations to be sustainably enhanced, a key focus for
national, state and regional employment policy planners is to identify specific
locations of intense income support payment receipt and precarious jobs.

Section 5

The concluding section highlights how research informing regional development
policy is hampered by two crucial limitations: the types of measures used in
commonly-available datasets; and the challenge to gain a clearer understanding of
the financial, emotional, and time-based risks experienced by different types of
households as they interact with local labour markets, finance markets and the social
security system.
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2 Economic Insecurity: The Day-To-Day Financial and
Emotional Experiences of Low-Income Households.
The driving purpose of this report is not simply to identify the social and economic
disruptions that are occurring in the regions but to assess their potential impacts on
the economic security of local households. This chapter contributes to the report’s
overall remit by examining the interplay between social security payments, work and
regional households.
The regional impacts of globalisation raise a complex array of geographical,
economic, political and social questions for government. Overall, regional
development policymakers may be reassured by the paradox that ‘however much the
economy is globalized, geographical proximity still maintains its significance for
economic growth’ (From and Olofsson, 2016: 3). However, the cutthroat nature of
global and local competition to supply goods and services drives equally competitive
policies to maintain a region’s economic weight.
Whether framed by education, regional development, social justice or other rationale,
every policy intervention aims to be an organised response to these competitive
disruptions. In the broadest sense, regional reorganisation ‘inevitably implies
disorganisation’ as policymakers and other actors ‘grapple with what to do about the
interactive influences of economy, polity, technology, morality and other institutions’
(Jobes, 2003: 75). Designing policies to assist transitioning regional economies
requires more than clearly identifying what social and economic disruptions are
occurring. Policy aims can be derailed unless there is an equally sharp
understanding of how competitive disruptions impact on daily life.
Economic insecurity increasingly disrupts household life. Experiencing precarious
employment, low and erratic wages, inadequate and increasingly conditional welfare
payments, and escalating living costs has deep and damaging impacts (see Bowman
and Banks, 2018). Household economic security and individual wellbeing are
influenced by a wide range of factors. Regional areas with higher levels of precarious
employment, for example, are more likely to have higher levels of wage and salary
inequality (Baum et al., 2018: 141).
An unstable or uncertain income is one key determinant of household financial and
emotional stress that can affect wellbeing as much (if not more) than low wages
(Morris et al., 2015; Schneider and Harknett, 2019). International studies of income
volatility suggest that Australian households on low to average incomes experiencing
fortnightly pay fluctuations of more than 25% are likely to face sharply higher risks of:
•

•

Financial hardship. Income volatility has been found to delay and disrupt
timely bill payments, heighten the risks of experiencing food insecurity,
endanger a household’s ability to access safety-net programs, and increase
the likelihood of volatility-generated expenses such as late fees and creditservicing costs (Bania and Leete, 2009; Hacker et al., 2012; Farrell and
Greig, 2015; Morris et al., 2015; Morduch and Schneider, 2017),
Income inequality (Wu and Li, 2018),
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•

•

Parental stress, emotional conflict in low-income families and poor adolescent
behaviours at school (Hill et al., 2013; Hardy, 2014; Gennetian et al., 2015;
Gennetian et al., 2019; Kopasker et al., 2018), and
Housing instability (McCarthy, 2014; Hill et al., 2017; Smith-Ramani et al.,
2017)

Living at the stressful interface of work, social security and family responsibilities can
further undermine wellbeing. The demands of working across two of these domains
is well-known, particularly that many Australian women labour under the 'double shift'
of employment in the workplace and domestic responsibilities. For working mothers
who are also in receipt of Parenting Payment or Newstart Allowance, the
phenomenon of the 'third shift' is also becoming increasingly common. Liz Branigan
(2007) focuses on single mothers to describe how:
With the advent of the 2006 welfare reforms, new workforce 'participation' and
ongoing bureaucratic requirements take up an increasing amount of single mothers'
time and effort. Moreover, the complex, overlapping and inconsistent requirements of
Centrelink and the Child Support Agency (CSA) mean that what little money is
earned by single mothers is often soon eroded. Income, the ages of children, shared
care rates and child support fluctuations are all monitored and tested by the
government, functioning effectively to keep many of these families' incomes on the
poverty line.
A qualitative study of 70 low and moderate-income households investigated the
various impacts of economic insecurity on single-parent and two-parent families, and
individuals living alone. Conducted by the Brotherhood of St Laurence, the Spinning
the Plates research found that over half the participants had highly erratic (˃ 25%)
fortnightly incomes. Further, among households with similar annual incomes,
participants managing more volatile incomes had lower levels of financial confidence
and were less likely to hold household contents insurance (Banks and Bowman,
2017; Bowman and Banks, 2018).
The study was designed to investigate how households with low or volatile incomes
are ‘making do and getting by’ (Hall and Holmes, 2017) in uncertain circumstances.
Participants were recruited from the three suburban areas of Melbourne with the
highest levels of financial stress, defined as the percentage of the adult population
who indicated that they could not raise $2000 in two days (Community Indicators
Victoria, 2011). Eligibility to participate in the study was restricted to households
receiving less than the national median gross income of $80,496 (rounded to
$80,000 for promotional purposes) (ABS, 2015).
From 133 people who expressed interest, 75 were selected for interview—25 from
each local government area. While efforts were made to source male participants,
the final sample reflected greater interest from women (56) compared to men (19).
Most participants were of working age, mainly between 30 and 60 years, most (71%)
were employed, with 80% of households having at least one member who had been
paid for work in the previous fortnight. The number of people living in the households
was fairly evenly distributed between one (16), two (19), three (17) and four (15)
people. Eight households comprised five or more people. The largest group was two
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parent family households (43%), mainly with dependent children (28%). One in five
of those interviewed headed a single parent family and a similar proportion lived
alone. Several lived in a boarding house or with extended family members.
Initial interviews examined their past financial circumstances, current situation and
their hopes and fears for the future. Questions were also asked about their
household composition and type, income in the last two weeks, household assets
and liabilities, insurance coverage for contents, house, car, health and other events,
and borrowing and lending practices. A short, internationally recognised, financial
wellbeing survey was also included (CFPB, 2015).
Interviewees were then asked to complete an online survey once a fortnight over a
four-month period. The eight fortnightly 20-minute surveys had two sections. The first
asked about the income their household received in the fortnight, including
cash/wages received from a job, business income, payments from Centrelink and
any other income. The second asked about their household expenses, savings,
lending, and changes to credit and debt obligations that fortnight. Ten open-ended
fields invited stories or short comments to explain: unexpected financial events that
occurred in the fortnight; how their shopping purchases varied; why they lent to, or
borrowed from, a household or family member; and how participants felt they were
coping in the last 14 days.
Of the 75 initial interviewees, 70 agreed to participate in the second phase, to
complete eight fortnightly surveys. The study found that economic insecurity had
profound impacts on the day-today lives of participants. Living at the interface of
precarious work and welfare conditionality heightened many participant’s exposures
to financial risks. Two extracts from a soon to be published article based on the study
(Banks and Bowman, forthcoming) illustrate the range and impact of these risks.
They detail the experiences of two participants—Jennifer (a single mother) and Rick
(partnered with Marion).
Jennifer’s story

Jennifer, a single mother, in her fifties, talked about her ‘year from hell’. Her
part-time casual work in a school canteen meant she had developed a series
of strategies to manage the seemingly arbitrary temporal rhythms of cash
flows to and from various institutions. She recounted how, until recently she
had been paid $500-$600 fortnightly during school terms, with no pay during
school breaks, public holidays or time off for family illnesses. Against the
Australian norm of fortnightly wages in arrears, a recent cost-cutting exercise
by the school put casual employees on monthly pay. Represented as an
anodyne change, new arrhythmias were introduced to paying her bills:
Sometimes we don’t get our money until five weeks which means
you've got to make a month pay last five weeks, which is another
hardship of this year. I just try to allocate what I know that's coming in
for that month, pay everything five weeks in advance basically.
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Punctuating her new calculus were three further risk-related temporalities.
The three school terms in the year were each a different duration which
introduced greater budgeting complexity. In the breaks between terms she
could not rely on promptly receiving a bridging unemployment payment nor
know what new conditions were attached. Thirdly, Jennifer explained that her
income support was based on the assumption that she also received monthly
child support from her husband, but like many sole mothers, payments were
not made (Natalier et al., 2016).
I really can't stand the way that the [government] thinks that you've got
money coming in and then won't pay you … until the end of June [end
of financial year] basically. They calculate in their heads that he's
been paying you and he doesn’t pay and you've still got to find the
money to survive this and you just can't.
She talked of ‘being caught unaware’ twice in the last year that rent could not
be paid when her child support failed to materialise that month. She hoped to
receive the missed payments the following July or August. Within the
institutional rhythms of Centrelink, the representation that child support was a
tax-related payment meant that calculations to recover monthly nonpayments only occurs once a year after her ex-husband lodges his tax return.
There must be a better way of doing it because the parents are the
ones that are missing out. He's not missing out because he can pay it
whenever he wants. It's allocated that I'm supposed to be getting $800
a month and then I get nothing and then I've still got to survive without
that $800 for six months or so, for 12 months because it hasn’t been
paid. That's where it puts a person into debt.
Calculating income support on the basis of deemed child support payments
shifts risk to women and their children. Under the social discipline of
increasing welfare conditionality, women are effectively forced into ‘caring for
[their ex-partners’] debt’ (Montgomerie and Tepe-Belfrage, 2016). Jennifer
carried the risk of not receiving child support rather than Centrelink smoothing
the impacts of late or non-payments. Jennifer’s timescapes clashed against,
and were harshly recalibrated by, changing institutional rhythms which,
through their interactions, exposed her to heightened financial risks.
Rick’s story

Rick was a young man in his thirties. When we first interviewed him in July
2016, he had just got a casual job, but he also relied on Newstart Allowance
as the job was intermittent casual shift work and income varied from week to
week. His partner Marion, who we also interviewed, was unemployed. She
was completing her gambling licence to work in local poker machine venue.
Both had been homeless for some years prior to finding a place to rent.
At one level, there is an emblematic story of contemporary poverty. Rick had
bought an old car so he could find casual packing work in one of the local
warehouses. Chronic problems with his car not only required extra spending
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but, crucially, led to a couple of days off work as there was no public transport
to the warehouse. This led to him being laid off. Lacking the income to
register his car, he was fined by the police and had his vehicle impounded
while he was driving to a job interview. In fortnight 6 of the survey, he
commented: ‘Our unexpected events are an ongoing problem now’. At
another level, like many people living with impoverished riskscapes, time was
compressed into the immediate which created future risks:
It’s not even a week-to-week, it’s a day-to-day sort of thing…You
know, to go to a local service station and put $5 petrol in your car to
get you through the day to get to and from doctor’s appointments or
just day-to-day life in general, let alone the additional bills that come
in; and it is hard ... We rob Peter to pay Paul ... We try not to overthink
anymore.
For Rick, missed text messages from the employment agency led to further
disruptions in receiving a regular welfare payment. Without credit on his
phone, negotiating appointment times with his employment agency often
required a 30-minute walk to a public payphone. When reporting his fitful
hours of work and wages to Centrelink each fortnight, Rick had to balance
dual risks—underpayment (causing bill or rent debt) or overpayment
(resulting in a Centrelink debt).

2.1

Getting the focus right

Research has yet to be conducted comparing the experiences of similar households
in a regional context. For example, it would reasonable to assume that the ‘tyranny of
distance’ may increase the pressures on a regionally-based low-income household’s
economic security and wellbeing. The risks of using less available public transport or
maintaining an unreliable, older car to travel further distances seem higher.
Yet at first glance commuting distances to work across the six regions in focus do not
appear to be particularly unusual compared to the national average (Figure 2). At the
regional level, half the workforces had somewhat further to travel to work and half did
not in 2016.
The problem with such broad, regional averages is they do not pick up the actual
distances travelled by a local worker. While the Latrobe Gippsland’s sub-regional
dynamics of labour markets and welfare are used as a case study in section 3, one
early insight is provided here. Figure 3 details the average commuting distances to
work within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region at the SA2 level. A far wider variation in
travelling distances is evident. Small workforces such as those employed in Wilsons
Promontory travel long distances. There are also larger workforces in Orbost,
Leongatha, Wonthaggi-Inverloch and Traralgon that have significant extra distances
to travel to most major regional centres than the Australian average. Workers in only
six of the 27 sub-regions had shorter commuting distances.
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Figure 2: Average commuting distance to place of work (2016)
Source: ABS Data by Region, Family and Community, Australia. State and Territory, Statistical Area
Levels 2-4, Greater Capital City Statistical Area, 2011-2018

Figure 3: Average commuting distance to place of work, LaTrobe-Gippsland
Source: ABS Data by Region, Family and Community, Australia, State and Territory, Statistical Area
Levels 2-4, Greater Capital City Statistical Area, 2011-2018.
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A similar broad-brush comparison between city and regional Newstart Allowance
receipt rates also tends to obscure more than it reveals. For example, recent
commentary by the Grattan Institute, ‘What Newstart Allowance Really Looks Like’,
contains the following graph:

Figure 4: Proportion of resident population receiving Newstart Allowance (March 2019)
Source: Emslie & Wood (2019)

At first glance it appears reasonable for the Grattan Institute to conclude that ‘the
further you live from the city you live, the more likely you are to receive Newstart’.
Yet, as will be discussed in more detail later, none of the regions in focus fit this
generic model. Half have Newstart receipt rates that are very close to the national
average (Central Coast, Toowoomba and Geelong), and half have significantly
higher rates (Latrobe-Gippsland, Northern Territory Outback, and West & North West
Tasmania).
Moreover, there is as much benefit in discussing rates of Newstart Allowance receipt
at a regional level as commuting distances to work. Unpacking the prevalence and
intensity of Newstart rates within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region shows these receipt
variations (Figure 5).

11

Figure 5: NSA receipt within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data

The prevalence and intensity of Newstart receipt and commuting distance are two
likely factors influencing local labour market social relations. However, like the
complex challenges to achieving economic security faced by Jennifer and Rick,
understanding how their regional counterparts are ‘making do’ in a transitioning
economy requires more than a list of potential risks and impacts. When financial
buffers are thin, the social relations of risk, debt, wages, welfare, time, institutions,
transport and place all combine to shift in novel and uneven ways.
As Banks and Bowman (2019) argue:
The economic insecurities of uncertain wages, entanglement in complex
webs of debt-servicing, and exposure to welfare conditionality are disrupting
established rhythms of making, marking and managing money (Adkins, 2018;
Schneider and Harknett, 2019). At the same time, dominant political
discourse celebrates the new arrhythmias in markets as opportunities for
entrepreneurial exploitation of risk. The financially agile individual is subject to
heightened institutional expectations for (re)payment reliability and stability—
to maintain a steadfast monetary tempo in their domestic lives. For those who
fail to meet these norms, welfare policies are designed to punish or rectify an
individual’s failed behaviour or attitudes in labour, welfare and finance
markets
A major challenge for effective regional policy design is to gain a clearer
understanding of how the financial, emotional, and time-based risks experienced by
different types of households interact with local labour markets, finance markets and
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the social security system. A provocative series of large and interlinked questions are
raised:
•

•
•
•

•

How has the reallocation of risks from the state to the individual in the last few
decades—what the US political scientist Jacob Hacker (2006) calls ‘the great
risk shift’—intensified economic insecurity in regional households?
How is the ‘financialisation of daily life’ experienced in rural and remote
regions (Martin et al., 2008)? What are its distinctive impacts?
How are contemporary economic insecurities recalibrating a regional
household’s ‘private’, ‘social’ and ‘work’ time (Bear, 2014)?
How do rural debt-servicing practices differ from city-based conventions?
What are the locally-specific and often gendered practices such as money
management, ‘caring for debt’ and child maintenance arrangements
(Montgomerie and Tepe-Belfrage, 2016)?
What distinctive regional characteristics are involved in the increasing
prevalence of underemployed workers receiving a top-up social security
payment (Whiteford and Heron, 2018b)?

The insights on social security payment receipt presented in the following sections is
one resource for policies grappling with ways to understand and reduce the impacts
of economic insecurity. In the conclusion we argue how further qualitative and
statistical research is crucial to investigate how low-and moderate-income regional
households experience and navigate their financial, emotional and employment risks.
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3 Comparing Employment and Income Support Across the
Regions
This section examines some of the commonalities and differences between the six
selected regions’ working-age populations from the perspective of economic
insecurity. The focus here is on providing basic regional-level observations into how
many households and individuals have an uncertain or little relationship with their
local labour market. Underemployment rates, seasonal reliance on social security
payments and tallies of overall unemployment across different types of Income
Support Payments (ISPs) in each region are compared. The proportions of the
working age populations receiving each payment across the regions is then provided
for a more standardised comparative understanding. It uses the examples of
Newstart Allowance and Parenting Payment Single receipt to highlight how economic
insecurity and uncertainty within regional working-age populations have distinctive
unemployment patterns and gender differences.

3.1

Newstart Allowance

Newstart Allowance (NSA) is the primary payment for unemployed people who are
22 and over, but under the qualifying age for the Age Pension. The rate of Newstart
Allowance has received widespread welfare, business and union commentary that
the payment is inadequate to stave off economic insecurity (O'Neil, 2018; Westacott,
2018). The Australian Local Government Association and 19 metropolitan and
regional Councils have passed motions calling for Newstart to be raised by at least
$75 per week.
There is also a growing recognition that the conditions attached to receiving NSA
may exacerbate the risks associated with unemployment or underemployment.
Increasingly onerous eligibility requirements, waiting periods, notification obligations
and program participation requirements have made initial access to, and regular
receipt of, NSA less certain and more conditional than 20 years ago (Saunders,
2017).
Less widely-recognised is that NSA and similar payments increasingly support the
working poor. Rather than a bridging payment between jobs, NSA plus work is
becoming the norm for a significant number of people existing at the interface of the
welfare and labour markets. In the last fortnight of December 2018, over 460,000
people were both receiving a social security payment and working (DSS, 2019). Over
18% of those receiving NSA reported an income in this two-week period. Whiteford
and Heron (2018: 5) estimate that around 12% of all part-time workers in Australia
receive an income support payment.
Australian and regional public policies, programs and practices lack an evidencebased understanding of how erratic incomes undermine economic security and
destabilise household financial risk management strategies. It is likely that those
most exposed to the risks of fortnightly income fluctuations are the third of
households who have less than a month’s wages in savings (Marjolin, Muir et al.
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2017: 22), especially if an unstable component of their pay is an income support
payment.
For people receiving an income support payment such as Newstart, the disruptive
impacts of an uncertain income are amplified – even a day’s delay in payment receipt
often has major financial and emotional consequences (Banks and Bowman, 2017).
In the seven years to 2018, the proportion of people receiving an unemployment
payment who notified Centrelink that they had some employment income rose by
14.4% (DSS, 2018).
To tackle the intersecting issues of economic insecurity, the changing nature of work,
technological change, environmental crisis and the loss of trust in institutions, the
Brotherhood of St Laurence has proposed five interrelated principles should inform
Newstart and other income support payments:
Adequacy: Economic security is a human right and a precondition for
wellbeing (International Labour Organization 2012). There is extensive
evidence that the rate of Newstart Allowance is inadequate, being well below
various poverty lines (Davidson et al. 2018; Melbourne Institute 2019). To
prevent poverty and enable economic and social participation, social security
payments must be adequate for people to live with dignity.
Dignity and autonomy: Individual dignity and autonomy are fundamental to
human rights. As the UN collaborative platform Social Protection & Human
Rights (2015) points out, these are ‘inextricably linked to the principles of
equality and non-discrimination’. The principle of dignity and autonomy also
respects the right to privacy.
Equity: An equitable system is fair and impartial. An equitable assessment of
the adequacy of social security recognises that people have different needs
depending on their age, gender, health and circumstances.
Accountability: Accountability is reciprocal. For too long, the concept of
reciprocity has focused on the obligations of those receiving income support
payments, rather than also recognising the obligations of government. If work
is held to be the best form of welfare, government must ensure that decent,
sustainable jobs exist (Smith 2017). Accountability entails transparency: clear
statements of eligibility, assessment and decision-making processes, so that
individuals can understand their entitlements and if necessary challenge
decisions.
Solidarity: Social security provides a safety net for all of us. As part of a
progressive tax and transfer system it socialises risk across the whole
population. A social security system that recognises the value of investing in
people enhances social cohesion. (Bowman et al., 2019)
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3.2

Measuring unemployment through NSA receipt

Newstart Allowance is frequently used throughout this chapter as a proxy for
quarterly changes in regional and sub-regional unemployment numbers and rates.
This approach is taken because of the unreliability of Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS) monthly unemployment estimates at the SA4 (regional) and SA2 (subregional) level.
Newstart recipients must satisfy the activity test by seeking work or participating in an
activity designed to improve their employment prospects. NSA provides a more
sensitive lens to examine variations in local potential labour market supply and
demand dynamics than other ISPs such as Disability Pension, Carer Payment or
even Parenting Payment that are more ‘sticky’ due to their stronger connections with
social reproduction or maintenance work.
NSA receipt does not capture the total number of people who are seeking or
available for paid work in a labour market. This can be due to range of factors
including:
1. Centrelink rules:
a. that discourage eligible jobseekers from applying;
b. that may cancel NSA due to failures to meet the Activity Test
c. that deny non-citizen labour NSA
d. transfer jobseekers onto another ISP
2. Centrelink counts of who is receiving Newstart:
a. income and assets tests and waiting periods create a separate pool of
uncounted jobseekers
b. do not include casual or part-time workers who usually receive NSA
as a ‘top-up’ payment if their paid income in the sampling week
temporarily reduces their NSA to zero
3. Employed or underemployed workers seeking more or other work
4. Labour sourced from outside a local labour market
The DSS criteria for counting NSA recipients excludes those who are in receipt of
CDEP Participation Supplement or a zero rate of payment. It does include a large
group of recipients who reported earnings in the reference period. For example, in
June 2016 over 21% of NSA recipients (156,000 people) reported earnings that were
not sufficient for them to be recorded as on a zero rate of payment (that is, for a
single person with no dependents, their reported earnings would need to be less than
$1021).
The ABS basic criteria for counting who is employed and unemployed:
•

Employed persons are defined as all persons aged 15 years and over who,
during the reference week worked for one hour or more for pay, profit,
commission or payment in kind, in a job or business or on a farm. Employees
are also considered to be employed if they were away from work for less than
four weeks up to the end of the reference week, on workers' compensation or
were owner managers, who had a job, business or farm, but were not at
work.
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•

Unemployed persons are defined as persons aged 15 years and over who
were not employed during the reference week, and had actively looked for
work at any time in the four weeks up to the end of the reference week and
were available for work in the reference week; or were waiting to start a new
job within four weeks from the end of the reference week and could have
started in the reference week if the job had been available then.

Figure 6 depicts NSA (red) and unemployed (blue) and shows that the distinction
between the ABS and DSS criteria.

Figure 6: Relationship between unemployed (ABS criteria - pink) and Newstart Allowees (DSS
criteria - blue)

Though ABS data is often utilised, DSS data is required for this analysis, such as
using NSA receipt as a proxy for unemployment. The reason for this is that ABS
time-series estimates of regional and sub-regional unemployment rates and tallies
are subject to sampling variability that is too high for most practical purposes.
While the national data based on the two criteria differ somewhat over time, their
relationship (and trend) is sufficiently strong for utilising NSA in a labour market
analysis.
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Figure 7: Total unemployed (ABS) compared to NSA recipients (DSS)
Sources: ABS, 6291.0.55.001 Labour Force, Australia, Table 2. Data.gov.au, DSS Payment
Demographic Data

Analysis of quarterly counts of NSA receipt between 2015 and 2019 in the regions of
focus is performed utilising traditional time series composition (see Figure 8). We
begin by fitting a trend to each of the regions. The coefficients confirm our
observations that whilst some regions have witnessed effectively zero growth (in
trend) of NSA recipients, other regions such as Geelong and Central Coast have
witnessed discernible decreases in the overall trend of NSA recipients. Conversely
NT Outback, Toowoomba and La-Trobe Gippsland have all increase (in trend) over
the same period.
The differences are not confined to the trend component. Seasonality within these
regions is also different. In the W&NW Tasmania as well as NT Outback there are
clear indications of an increase in recipients in the fourth quarter of each year.
Toowoomba's seasonal pattern is consistent with peaks and troughs occurring in
different quarters in some consecutive years.
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Figure 8: Newstart recipients by region
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data (Toowoomba and West and Northwest
Tasmania on RHS).

In summary these observations demonstrate that the number of unemployed in each
of these regions need to be analysed separately reflecting their distinct climate and
industry profiles. Further, that whilst in some areas individuals find themselves
unemployed receiving NSA around the same time of year, in other regions it is more
described as sporadic, perhaps indicating the volatility in work opportunities. Further,
it shows that in particular regions such as the NT Outback this sporadic pattern in
total NSA recipient levels is coupled with an increasing number of total recipients.

3.3

Income Support across the regions

Social Security payment receipt across the regions varies significantly in absolute
and relative terms. Two sets of figures are provided to show the scope and scale of
the 11 most significant payments received in the six regions in focus. Figures 9 and
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10 show the number of regional residents who received the major types of payments
in March 2019.

Figure 9: Income support payment receipt March 2019
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data

Comparing receipt of Commonwealth Rent Assistance across the regions provides a
basic indicator of the number of lower-income households who live in rental
accommodation. To qualify for Rent Assistance, a person or family must either
receive a social security payment or more than the base rate of Family Tax Benefit
Part A. A family with two children under 13 years living in rental accommodation, for
example, would receive Rent Assistance if their current income was below $87,637 .
As Figure 9 shows, large numbers of individuals or families living on the Central
Coast (26,160), in Latrobe-Gippsland (18,256) and Geelong (16,681) received CRA.
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The highest numbers of Age Pensioners were also living in these three regions:
Central Coast (49, 272); Latrobe-Gippsland (43,753); and Geelong (35,678).
Similarly, more families received FTBA in these regions than other regions.
Figure 10 shows that the while same three regions had the largest populations
receiving Parenting Payment Single, more people received Parenting Payment
Partnered in the Northern Territory Outback, Toowoomba and Latrobe-Gippsland
than the other three regions.

Figure 10: Income support payment receipt March 2019
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data

When each region’s working age populations are included in the analysis a quite
different picture emerges of the scale of income support (Figures 11, 12 and 13). Half
the regions have Newstart receipt rates that are very close to the national average
(Central Coast, Toowoomba and Geelong), and half have significantly higher rates
(Latrobe-Gippsland, Northern Territory Outback, and West & North West Tasmania).
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Regions with highest percentage of its working-age population who received a
particular income support payment varied. The receipt intensity of Disability Support
Payment and Carer Payment was highest in Tasmania West and Northwest, Youth
Allowance (student and apprentice) in Geelong, and Commonwealth Rent
Assistance on the Central Coast. The Northern Territory Outback had the highest
rates of its working-age population receiving Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance
(Other), FTBA and Parenting Payment (Single and Partnered).
In contrast, the lowest rates of ISP receipt were confined to two regions. The
Northern Territory Outback had the lowest ISP receipt intensity of Carer Payment,
Commonwealth Rent Assistance and Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice) .
Geelong Region had the lowest receipt rates of the rest (Disability Support Pension,
Parenting Payment, Youth Allowance (Other), Family Tax Benefit A and Newstart
Allowance).

Figure 11: Percentage of regional working age population receiving Carer Payment, DSP and
NSA
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18,
Population and People, ASGS, 2011 to 2018
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Figure 12: Percentage of regional working age population receiving Parenting Payment and
Youth Allowance
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18,
Population and People, ASGS, 2011 to 2018

Figure 13: Percentage of regional working age population receiving FTBA and Commonwealth
Rent Assistance
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data. ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18,
Population and People, ASGS, 2011 to 2018
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Further insights into the changes in regional labour markets is available by analysing
the labour force underutilisation rate. This rate is the ratio of people who are
employed but would like more hours of work (underemployed) and people who are
unemployed, to the entire labour force. The labour force underutilisation rate is a
broader measure of the labour market than the unemployment rate, as changes in
the underutilisation rate capture both changes in unemployment and
underemployment. It is a useful indicator of available labour resources which are
currently not being used in the economy. The indicator accounts for employed people
who would like to work more hours, and also reflects structural trends in employment
including shifts to part-time and casual work.
Figure 14 compares the underutilisation rates in the six regions and nationally in
2007, 2012 and 2017. Apart from the NT Outback, all regions have had higher
underutilisation rates than the national rate since 2012. Compared to the national
trend of increasing underutilisation rates, each region had a quite different rate
pattern over the three periods. The trends in Latrobe-Gippsland and Toowoomba
Regions are similar to the national trend, while Central Coast shows an opposite
trend.

Figure 14: Regional underutilisation rates, 2007, 2012 and 2017
Source: derived from data in Progress in Australia's Regions Yearbook 2018. Australian Government
Department of Infrastructure, Regional Development and Cities

Comparing the regional differences in underutilisation rates to monthly regional
labour force participation rates over the same period provides extra insight. The
labour force participation rate is the number of people in the regional labour force as
a proportion of the regional working age population (15-64 years). The labour force
includes all people who have worked for at least 1 hour in the reference week and
people without work but are available to start work and have actively sought work
within the last month.
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Men and women have distinctive trends in their participation rates. Men’s national
participation rates have been trending down (from a higher base), while women’s
rising rates reflects the feminisation of work experienced in the last few decades.
Regional participation rates are generally lower than national rates for both men and
women. The Northern Territory’s high participation and low underutilisation rates (see
Figure 10) appear primarily due to the comparatively high proportion of the working
age population receiving income support payments (Figures 11-13).
In contrast, the sharp upward trend in Central Coast women’s and men’s
participation rates is less due to a high proportion of its regional working-age
population receiving an ISP (see Figures 11-13) and therefore the underutilisation
rate is more likely the result of underemployment. Latrobe-Gippsland was the only
region to experience a decline in both women’s and men’s labour force participation
rates. The next section, focusing on Latrobe-Gippsland, will provide some insights
into why this may have occurred.

Figure 15: Regional labour force participation trends by gender
Source: ABS, 6291.0.55.001 Labour Force, Australia, Detailed - Electronic Delivery. Table 16. Labour
force status by Labour market region (ASGS) and Sex
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4 Case Study: The Latrobe-Gippsland Region
Using the Latrobe-Gippsland Region as a case study, this section repeats the
previous across-regional analysis but shifts focus to the within-regional level. The
rationale is drawn from the discussion of commuting distances described in the first
section: that averages at the regional level obscure the actual relationships between
local working-age populations, labour markets and social security. The more finegrained findings in this section reinforce the following arguments:
•
•
•

Social and economic relationships in a community are spatially situated at the
sub-regional (SA2) level not the regional (SA4) level;
intermittent or ongoing reliance on an ISP have highly localised
characteristics and patterns;
for local socio-economic relations to be sustainably enhanced, a key focus for
national, state and regional employment policy planners is to:
o identify specific locations of intense income support payment receipt,
especially in relation to the local working-age population, and
o design more spatially- and gender-sensitive policy interventions and
strategies.

Social Security payment receipt within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region varies
significantly in absolute and relative terms. The first section describes how Newstart
receipt patterns over time are highly specific to the local area. The second section
shows how both the scope and scale of the 11 most significant payments received
vary within the region.

4.1

Newstart Receipt patterns

The overall numbers of Latrobe-Gippsland residents who received NSA over the last
four years are illustrated in Figure 16. At this basic regional-level of analysis, there is
a clear upward trend in the number of people receiving Newstart Allowance over the
period, and therefore a strong indication that regional unemployment has, until the
last year or two, risen.
A seasonal pattern is evident, especially in the last few years. Within each calendar
year, receipt has spiked in the December quarter since 2016 and lowest in June or
September across the whole period.
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Figure 16: Newstart Allowance recipients Latrobe-Gippsland Region, March 2015 to March 2019
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic Data

At the SA2 level, however, a significantly different picture emerges. For clarity, total
Newstart receipt tallies within each of the 24 Latrobe-Gippsland SA2s is broken into
four groups.
The first group, comprising the areas with the highest number of residents in receipt
of NSA, tends to reflect the Latrobe-Gippsland employment pattern, with spikes in
the December quarter and dips in June-September (Figure 17). The trends in all
areas are very similar. Sale and Bairnsdale, however, have had a less pronounced
seasonal volatility prior to September 2018, suggesting that employment
engagements in these areas may differ from the areas.

Figure 17: Newstart recipients by SA2, Latrobe-Gippsland SA4 (part 1)
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Demographic data.
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The second group of areas shows NSA receipt trending upward in Orbost, Maffra,
Warragul and Lakes Entrance, flat in Drouin and dropping in Churchill (Figure 18).
Overall there is greater variation than in the previous six areas with the largest
numbers of NSA recipients, though receipt in all areas dropped in the September
2018 quarter and spike in the December 2018 quarter. Over the period, quarterly
NSA receipt appears to be most volatile in Churchill, Lakes Entrance and Drouin.
Whether this is due to changes due to movements in and out of SA2s such as Lakes
Entrance, or changes in labour requirements needs further research.

Figure 18: Newstart recipients by SA2, Latrobe-Gippsland SA4 (part 2)
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic data.

There is a relatively consistent trend of a slight increase in NSA recipients in the
group of areas detailed in Figure 19. Phillip Island had the highest number of
recipients and, along with Leongatha, showed the most quarter to quarter volatility.
The seasonal character of unemployment was evident across the group, with Yarram
peak periods of NSA extending through to March.

28

Figure 19: Newstart recipients by SA2, Latrobe-Gippsland SA4 (part 3)
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic data.

Two trends can be discerned in the six SA2 regions with the lowest number of NSA
recipients (Figure 20). Unemployment trended up in Trafalgar, Longford-Loch Sport
and Rosedale, and down in Paynesville, Yallourn North-Glengarry and the Mount
Baw Baw Region. While small tallies in this group may distort an analysis of seasonal
influences on NSA receipt, it appears that many SA2s broke away from the overall
regional pattern. In the last few years the peak receipt quarters in Paynesville and
Trafalgar have been in March, while some of Rosedale’s lowest quarters were in
December.
In March 2015 Longford-Loch Sport and Mount Baw Baw had nearly the same
number of residents receiving NSA—172 and 163 respectively. Over the following
four years a greater gap has emerged. By March 2019 there were 10 fewer Mt Baw
Baw residents receiving NSA than there were in March 2015 but 37 more residents
in Longford-Loch Sport area. The 2-year industrial dispute at the Esso Longford gas
plant (which was settled in July 2019) is unlikely to directly explain the increase.
Social security payments are not payable during an industrial dispute. However, the
overall lower income in the area is likely to have weakened the local economy and
indirectly led to higher NSA claims.
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Figure 20: Newstart recipients by SA2, Latrobe-Gippsland SA4 (part 4)
Source: Data.gov.au, DSS Payment Demographic data.

4.2

The scope and scale of Income Support Payment receipt

To set some context for the following analysis, Figure 21 shows the size of each
SA2’s working-age population, including the median annual income local employees
received in 2016.

Figure 21: Working-age populations and median employee income within Gippsland Latrobe
Region (2016)
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18. Income (including Government Allowances), ASGS,
2011 to 2018
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Median incomes across Latrobe-Gippsland vary significantly. Employees in
Traralgon and Yallourn North-Glengarry received the highest median incomes (over
$50,000). Workers receiving less than $40,000 were based in Orbost ($33,811),
Foster ($33,866), Lakes Entrance ($35, 670), Phillip Island ($35,952), Paynesville
($37,651), Wonthaggi-Inverloch ($37,718) and Bruthen-Omeo ($38,316). Employees
in the other 15 areas had incomes of between $40,000 and $50,000.
Repeating the approach taken in Section 3 of the chapter, March 2019 tallies of
major Income Support Payments at the local area are detailed in the graphs below
alongside the intensity of ISP receipt within each area’s working-age population.
They map the number of people in each of Latrobe-Gippsland’s SA2 areas who
received a specific income support payment (left hand axis) against the percentage
of the local working-age population who received this payment (right hand axis).
Figure 22 shows that more than 900 people were receiving Newstart Allowance in
March 2019 in four of the nine areas with a working population of over 8,000—
Morwell (1,201), Moe-Newborough (1,102), Traralgon (979) and Wonthaggi-Inverloch
(943). The other five big population areas had significantly lower numbers of
Newstart recipients—Bairnsdale (658), Warragul (508), Drouin (507), Maffra (424)
and Sale (584).
However, when fully weighted, the percentage of the working population receiving
Newstart in these nine biggest areas shows a different picture. The five areas with
more than six percent of its working-age population receiving Newstart include Sale
(6.3%) and Bairnsdale (7.5%), along with Wonthaggi-Inverloch (7.3%), Morwell
(13.9%) and Moe-Newborough (10.6%).
Traralgon (5.6%) joins the three other large population areas with lower NSA receipt
rates—Warragul (4.2%), Drouin (4.9%) and Maffra (4.9%).
There was also a wide variation in NSA receipt rates among smaller working-age
population areas. Six areas had NSA receipt rates above six percent—Paynesville
(6.2%), Longford-Loch Sport (7.8%), Yarram (7.5%), Phillip Island (6.5%), Orbost
(11.5%) and Lakes Entrance (9.7%).
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Figure 22: NSA receipt within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data

Figure 23 shows that the number of unemployed young people (under 22 years of
age) receiving Youth Allowance (YAL) and rates in the local working age population.
More than 100 people were receiving Youth Allowance in five areas—Morwell (167),
Traralgon (140), Sale (129), Moe-Newborough (127) and Bairnsdale (105). Rates of
YAL receipt were also highest in four of these areas, with Traralgon again the
exception.

Figure 23: Youth Allowance (other) receipt within the Latrobe Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data
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Tallies and rates of Parenting Payment receipt show a slightly different pattern
(Figures 24 and 25). In the nine areas with a working population of more than 8,000,
three areas had more than 300 Parenting Payment Single recipients—Traralgon
(442), Morwell (365) and Moe-Newborough (362). However, as a percentage of the
population, Traralgon (2.5%) drops to sixth in regional PPS receipt rates, behind
(Morwell 4.2%), Moe-Newborough (3.5%), Lakes Entrance (2.9%), Churchill (2.6%)
and Bairnsdale (2.5%).

Figure 24: PPS receipt and proportion of local working age population
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data

A similar pattern is found in the smaller rates and tallies of Parenting Payment
Partnered receipt. In the nine areas with a working population of more than 8,000,
three areas had more than 70 PPP recipients—Morwell (90), Traralgon (85), and
Moe-Newborough (70). However, as a percentage of the population, PPP receipt
rates are highest in (Morwell 1.1%), Orbost (1.0%), Lakes Entrance (0.8%) and MoeNewborough (0.7%).
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Figure 25: Parenting Payment Partnered receipt within the Latrobe Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data

There were five areas where more than 800 residents were receiving a Disability
Support Pension: Traralgon, Wonthaggi-Inverloch, Moe-Newborough, Morwell and
Bairnsdale (Figure 26). DSP receipt rates were highest in Morwell (16.4%), MoeNewborough (12.9%), Orbost (11.9%) and Lakes Entrance (11.2%).

Figure 26: DSP receipt within the Latrobe Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data
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The same five areas also had the highest number of people receiving Carer Payment
(Figure 25). Carer Payment receipt rates were highest in Morwell (4.8%), Paynesville
(3.9%), Moe-Newborough (3.7%), Lakes Entrance (3.5%) and Orbost (3.4%).

Figure 27: Carer Payment within the Latrobe Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data

DSS also considers the Age Pension to be an income support payment. It is
included in this analysis as it sheds light on the distinctive distribution and intensity of
its receipt within the Latrobe-Gippsland Region (Figure 26). Five areas have more
than 2500 Age Pension recipients—Wonthaggi-Inverloch (4612), Traralgon (3376),
Moe-Newborough (2901), Bairnsdale (2643) and Warragul (2636).
However, only one of these areas—Wonthaggi-Inverloch (17.7%)—would rank
among the six areas with the highest percentages of Age pensioners in their total
populations. 28.2% of all Paynesville residents receive the Age Pension. Rates of
Age Pension receipt are also high in Lakes Entrance (23.2%), Orbost (20.1%),
Yarram (17.9%) and Foster (17.7%).
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Figure 28: Age Pension receipt with Latrobe Gippsland Region
Source, ABS, 1410.0 - Data by Region, 2013-18, Population and People, data.gov.au, DSS
Demographic data
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5 Conclusion
This chapter has provided personal and spatial insights into ways of understanding
the scope, scale and impact of regional household economic insecurity. Three points
are stressed:
1. Household insecurity matters—it is increasingly disrupting social and
economic life. Living at the stressful interface of work, social security and
family responsibilities heightens the risks to wellbeing. Escalating living costs,
precarious employment, low and erratic wages, inadequate and increasingly
conditional welfare payments interlink to intensify household insecurity.
Section 2 describes how social security payments and jobs are often
inextricably connected in the ways a household ‘makes do’ each fortnight.
Jennifer and Rick’s stories exemplify the financial and emotional impacts of
living with precarious work and uncertain welfare payments When financial
buffers are thin, the contemporary social relations of risk, debt, wages,
welfare, time, transport and place combine and interact in novel and uneven
ways.
2. Social security matters to both regional households and employers. Family
and childcare payments strengthen a parent’s capabilities to work or work
longer hours. Income support payments such as Newstart Allowance
financially maintains a potential worker during a bout of unemployment—but
only if they are adequate. Like health and education, the human benefits
accruing from a decent welfare system is a basic precondition for sustaining
labour markets.
3. The local matters. To understand how people in the regions may experience
various economic barriers and opportunities, concepts such a ‘regional labour
market’ or a ‘regional population’ have very limited value—they are spatially
too big. Using such abstract measures cannot capture the day-to-day social
and economic relationships that usually cluster life and work together in more
spatially specific locales.
In Section 3 a range of graphs show the distribution of Income Support
Payment receipt across the six regions being investigated. The purpose of
this section is to act as a counterfoil for the case study in Section 4—to show
that a regional-level analysis sheds very little light what is actually occurring
where people live and work. The case study finds that each local area (SA2)
in the La Trobe Gippsland Region has unique characteristics, concentrations
of disadvantage and usage patterns of Centrelink payments.
Designing policies to assist transitioning regional economies requires more
than clearly identifying what social and economic disruptions are occurring.
Policy aims can be derailed unless there is an equally sharp understanding
how competitive disruptions impact daily life. For local socio-economic
relations to be sustainably enhanced, it is vital for national, state and regional
employment policy planners to identify specific locations of intense income
support payment receipt and precarious jobs.
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For households with thin financial buffers, the complex impacts of economic
insecurity play out locally and in real time. Further statistical and qualitative research
is crucial to investigate how low-and moderate-income regional households
experience and navigate the risks of ‘making do’ each fortnight:
Statistical. A major limitation of the data relied upon in this chapter is that it
does not assist policymakers or researchers understand an individual’s
circumstances, nor how their household and financial situations may change
over time. Regional development policy is hampered by the types of
measures used in commonly-available datasets. ABS and DSS data are
usually aggregated and point-in-time. Aggregated data cannot answer the
question: who is working or who is receiving a social security payment?
Snapshot data cannot answer the question: how many different individuals
were working or receiving a social security payment at one point in time
compared to those when another snapshot is taken?
A newly available database from the Department of Social Security offers the
opportunity to break through many of these limitations. Containing records of
every Australian’s interactions with Centrelink since the year 2000, this daily,
event-based data provides an important opportunity for fine-grained research
into individual patterns of Income Support Payment receipt, labour market
engagements, changes to household composition, and movements into and
out of regional areas over the last 18 years. A clearer understanding of how
economic insecurity plays out spatially and over time can inform the
challenges to regional policy development grappling with questions such as–
how is the feminisation of work playing out at the regional level? How are
aging workers engaging in regional labour markets? What people in an area
are supplementing their wages with an Income Support Payment?
Qualitative. Regionally-based research that tracks how economically
insecure households manage their financial, emotional and temporal risks
has yet to be conducted. It is highly likely that in translating the Brotherhood
study about how the Melbourne-based experiences of Jennifer, Rick and
other participants juggled money and life to a regional and rural context, quite
different, spatially specific, findings would emerge.
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