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Key findings

• The introduction of the Coronavirus Supplement was positive, assisting 
research participants with managing the costs of living in uncertain times 
and improving emotional wellbeing.

• Far from acting as a bonus payment, the Supplement was used mainly to 
provide essentials; to help pay down debt; or to assist with unexpected 
costs.

• The reduction and then removal of the Coronavirus Supplement was 
experienced by some people as exclusion from a new world that had been 
opened through its introduction.

• Although the pandemic impacted everybody, people on low incomes 
experienced many of its negative effects in specific, harmful ways. This was 
due to a range of issues, including (but not limited to):

° The digital divide, which impeded people’s ability to connnect with 
others and access resources that improved isolation for many;

° Health and mental health concerns;

° Isolating in underheated, crowded circumstances;

° Higher energy and utility costs;

° Increased parenting stress; and

° Disadvantaged home learning situations.

• People experiencing homelessness who were housed under changed rules 
for emergency temporary accommodation benefited from improved quality 
of accommodation and the temporary relaxing of time limits and activity 
testing requirements.
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Executive summary
This report is from a study of poverty in Australia in 2020 and 2021, the first 
two years of Australian responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, with a focus on 
the experiences and insights of people in poverty during that time. We aimed to 
explore the lived experiences of poverty among people who were most vulnerable 
to the shocks to public health and the economy brought by the pandemic, and the 
accompanying impacts on health, education, housing, and social participation. We 
also aimed to analyse the benefits and strengths of policy responses designed to 
increase the robustness and scope of the social safety net during this time, and 
lessons that could be learnt from these responses for longer-term policy change.

The project uses two primary sources of qualitative data to meet these aims: 
interviews with people who have experienced poverty, and published research 
with service providers and others who work with people living in poverty.

We asked people to talk about the most important changes that COVID-19 made 
to their lives, and the most important support they had received during this time. 
The strongest responses to these questions were around housing, the Coronavirus 
Supplement, and capacity to work.

The perspectives of service providers show that the escalation of needs, including 
for fundamental provisions such as food and accommodation, compounded 
difficulties for people in poverty at a time when many if not most people were also 
experiencing social isolation, fear, and uncertainty. Some groups were especially 
vulnerable to longstanding and novel risks of harm. At the same time, changes to 
service delivery and persistent efforts to maintain relationships and support were 
able in some circumstances to produce positive experiences and outcomes.

Coronavirus Supplement
Interview participants and service providers both described the Coronavirus 
Supplement as having a positive impact. Participants described it as integral to 
managing costs of living, especially if their work capacity was limited because of 
the lockdowns. It provided an income that made the anxiety and isolation of the 
lockdowns more tolerable for some people. At a population level, the supplement 
reduced poverty, at a time of economic and health pressures that usually increase 
the burden on the most disadvantaged people.

Almost all the interviews referred to the profound positive effect of the 
supplement on emotional wellbeing. Importantly, these effects were often 
described in terms of a temporary reprieve from ongoing stresses. Far from being 
a bonus payment on top of an already-adequate income, the supplement allowed 
participants to experience something closer to a life without ongoing, debilitating 
worries about money.

Overwhelmingly, participants described using the supplement for essentials: to buy 
food, medical, personal or household items they generally cannot afford, to pay off 
debt or limit the risk of debt, and to address emergencies or unplanned changes in 
circumstances such as moving house. Less frequently reported were opportunities 
for discretionary spending such as occasionally ordering take-away food or eating 
out, and less frequently still were chances to save some of the additional payments 
in anticipation of future needs. People who described being able to do this generally 
had a savings plan already underway, often because of part-time work.
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In contrast, the reduction and then termination of the supplement had a 
pernicious effect. Financially, participants found themselves back to the stresses 
of having to live on very low incomes, prioritising basic needs and maintaining 
very frugal lifestyles. Emotionally, the experience was destabilising, with 



older relatives in institutional care, and the mental health and educational impact on 
children who had to do their schooling from home.



students were encouraged to leave the country and people on temporary visas 
had no access to relief measures. As noted elsewhere in this report, this research 
is focused on those people who experienced poverty prior to the pandemic and 
were eligible for poverty mitigation measures during the pandemic, in part to 
identify the differences that access to these measures made. For this reason, we 
did not include people who were deliberately excluded from measures to relieve 
poverty in our categories for recruitment and we do not focus on the serious 
issues faced by them in this report.



1 Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic is a dual crisis for public health and for the economy, 
and both aspects of the crisis affected health, education, housing, and social 
participation. To stop transmission of the virus, people stayed home, and economic 
activity was suppressed; in turn, jobs were lost, incomes drastically reduced, and 
the prospect of increased poverty, and widespread rent arrears and evictions 
heightened.

In early policy responses, Australian governments, coordinating through the 
National Cabinet, launched several policy interventions intended to provide social 
safety nets, and to support the household sector generally, especially the private 
rental sector. For example, in March 2020 the National Cabinet announced a six-
month moratorium on evictions for residential and commercial tenancies. Other 
significant initiatives predicted to benefit people at risk of poverty included short-
term increases to social security payments, enhanced support services for people 
experiencing homelessness (Pawson et al., 2022; Pawson, Martin, Sisson, et al., 
2021), and local initiatives to support community members. The new measures 
have been implemented necessarily at speed and are intended to have substantial 
financial and human consequences.

Prior to and through the pandemic, poverty has been an ongoing reality, or a 
real risk, for many Australians. This is likely to continue. Longer-term economic 
consequences and policy changes may also impact people facing disadvantage 
and increase their risks of long-term poverty: for example, changes to job markets 
may change the availability of flexible work arrangements that are necessary for 
some people with caring responsibilities. This project explores the ongoing effects 
of the extraordinary circumstances that began in 2020 on those groups, and the 
hazards to wellbeing experienced by those groups.

At the same time, however, people who live in poverty have strengths and 
capacities, and these are also likely to have made an impact on people’s 
experiences. The precarity and uncertainty experienced by many people for the 



The project’s research questions are:



2 Methods
This project uses two primary sources of qualitative data to meet its aims: 
interviews with people who have experienced poverty, and published research 
that presents analysis of the views of service providers and others who work 
with people living in poverty.

2.1 Data sources and sample

2.1.1 Insights from people experiencing poverty

Interviews with 33 people experiencing poverty were conducted over six 
months between the end of June and the beginning of December 2021.

Participants at time of interview were living in NSW. Our focus on NSW allowed 
us to gather information from people with diverse characteristics under the 
same policy conditions and therefore allows analysis of the impact of policy on 
different groups of people. Labour markets, social support servic1(W allo)889 0 p,g poy 



investigated pandemic impacts on housing systems across a range of high 
income countries during this period, and documents a range of policy 
responses relating to housing and homelessness. This review arose from parallel 
studies initiated in mid-2020 by the UK Collaborative Centre for Housing 
Evidence (CaCHE), focused on the UK, and by the UNSW Sydey, covering 
Australia.

The COVID-19: Rental housing and homelessness impacts project focused 
primarily on the domains of rental housing and homelessness. It aims to inform 
an understanding of:

a. What relevant policy shifts or innovations have been prompted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

b. How these policy innovations have been formulated.

c. How policy innovations been implemented and with what effect – for both 
service delivery organisations and service users.

People who have experienced homelessness and received services implemented 
as part of these policy innovations were participants in this project and the 
Rental housing and homelessness impacts, and were invited to participate 
in both. Insights and experiences from interviews with people who chose to 
participate in both projects are also cited in Pawson, Martin, et al. (2021b).

During interviews, we asked people about:

• Experiences of housing support and impact of changes to housing.

• Experiences of poverty and impact of changes to social security payments, 
with a focus on adequacy pre and post Coronavirus Supplement.

• Access pre and post Coronavirus Supplement to essential goods and 
services: housing and energy; utilities and digital access, food, health 
care and medicines, childcare and schools, employment and employment 
assistance.

• Mental, physical, and emotional wellbeing.

• Strategies to negotiate changes and shocks e.g., budgeting/rationing, social 
support from social media and family, family activities and routines.

• Experience of Centrelink and employment services providers prior to, during 
and after changes brought about by COVID-19.

 
Data analysis

Interviews were conducted over the phone due to COVID-19 restrictions. The 
interview data was professionally transcribed. The research team deidentified 
the transcripts and conducted content analysis to identify and describe 
experiences in the areas of research focus, especially housing, social security, 
impacts of public health and policy responses to the pandemic, and service 
access and use. We also analysed the data thematically to explore themes such 
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as strengths and resources, experiences of isolation, continuity, and change 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Illustrative quotes here provide context and detail of 
experiences in the participants’ own words.

Vignettes and personal biographies were collated by the researchers from 
interview transcripts. In some cases, we made changes to people’s locations or 
circumstances, or drew on data from more than one interview participant, to 
ensure that individual participants are not identifiable. To improve readability, 
vignettes and interview extracts have been condensed and edited in some 
cases by the deletion of filler words, pauses and repetitions. While the vignettes 
draw largely on the named (alias) participants’ narratives, some parts are drawn 
from other participants’ stories to provide a richer qualitative description and 
to ensure the non-identifiability of the named participants.

2.1.2 Service providers
Perspectives from service providers and other stakeholders were drawn from 



These 55 documents were then reviewed again. During this stage 21 further 
documents were filtered out, often because the methods were quantitative, 
or the findings did not directly respond to one of the research questions. Six 
additional documents were also added, particularly those that were part of a 
series or by the same authors. The findings from 40 documents were reviewed 
and thematized in relation to each of the research questions. Through this 
process, a further ten documents were filtered out, primarily because the 
methods used did not provide insight into the experiences or perspectives of 
service providers.

2.1.3 Caveats and limitations
The experiences and findings we report here do not extend to all people 
experiencing poverty. For primary data collection, we recruited people from 
specific groups, with inclusion and exclusion criteria pre-determined by 
the Poverty and Inequality Partnership steering committee. These criteria 
are demographic characteristics to do with age, household structure, and 
employment history. Our focus was on people at risk of poverty prior to 2020, 
who may have benefited from programs intended to mitigate this risk during 
COVID, and inclusion criteria were driven by this focus. People who were 
temporary residents faced significant and particular challenges as they were 
not eligible for either of the income support payments JobKeeper or JobSeeker, 
and as a result many in this group experienced poverty during this time. This 
group of people is not included in this study as experiences could not be 
compared with those of people who were eligible for these and other COVID 
measures.

As with most qualitative research, participation was voluntary, and the 
experiences reported here may not be generalisable. Participants volunteered 
to be part of the research and were confident and articulate in telling their 
stories. Our findings may not be generalisable to the experiences of people who 
are not in contact with service providers, and those who are unable or reluctant 
to participate in research.

2.2 Participant demographics



As participants were asked questions about their experiences and supports from 
the beginning of COVID-19 in 2020 until the time of the interview (held over the 
second half of 2021). Their status in terms of income support, employment and 
housing situation was current at the time of the interview. However, for many of 
the participants the status of these had frequently changed, reflective of an almost 
two year shifting COVID-19 environment that brought successive waves of virus 
variants and short-term public health, economic and social policy responses.

In terms of income support, at the time of the interviews 17 participants were 
on JobSeeker and five older participants were in receipt of Disability Support 
Pension. Three sole parents were receiving Parenting Payment in combination 
with Family Tax Benefits as one of their children was under 8 years. Two young 
people were currently receiving Youth Allowance but regularly switched 
between receiving Youth Allowance or JobSeeker depending on their study 
commitments and the availability of work. Four participants had stopped 
receiving any income support at the time of the interview because their wages 
exceeded the JobSeeker income threshold. One participant (Freida) was not 
eligible to receive any type of income support because she did not have a 
working visa.

Just over half the participants were in some form of employment, but only two 
participants had recently secured formal contracted employment after months 
of unemployment. The remaining 15 participants were in low-paid work types 
such as care work, labouring or in the service industry that were heavily subject 
to the geographic restrictions and sector lockdowns through the pandemic. 
11 participants were unemployed at the time of the interview, although a few 
had secured intermittent casual work as COVID-19 restrictions eased. Four 
participants were not in the labour force; two of these were in the process of 
transitioning from JobSeeker to the Disability Support Pension because of 
medical reasons, and two had identified disabilities and were unable to work. 
One participant (Daniela) did not disclose her employment status.

Thirteen participants were identified as service users of emergency temporary 
accommodation during the first COVID-19 wave in March 2020. Many of these 
participants had previous experience with temporary accommodation services 
(prior to COVID-19) and some of them continued to have experience with these 
services during the subsequent waves of COVID (until December 2021, the 
end of the interviewing period). Of these 13 participants, eight of them had 
successfully transitioned to social housing by the time of the interview, while 
four were still living under precarious housing conditions either couch surfing, 
rough sleeping or in temporary accommodation. One participant (Daniela) had 
chosen a private rental property as a better option than remaining in temporary 
accommodation, despite what she described as its ‘harsh and unliveable’ 
condition.

Hence at the time of interviewing, 13 participants were living in social housing, 
nine.9(e)7 



3 Introducing the participants







bills, food and occasionally she puts a few dollars away for an emergency. At 
her age, Daisy feels that she has no more capacity to deal with adversity and 
unpredictability, on top of being completely alone. The social isolation during 
COVID-19 worsened her anxiety about having no family she could rely on or 
very few friends and this impacted her physical health. She is trying hard now 
to reach out to people through church and to form a community. She just hopes 
she can keep her job for a long time.

Aiden is an older person from a culturally and linguistically diverse background, 
who has experienced unemployment and homelessness.

Aiden is a single man in his early 60s with a tertiary education and lots of 
professional experience overseas and in Australia. He was successfully self-
employed in the service industry until COVID. At the beginning of the first wave, 
he was initially able to keep his business afloat and use his work connections 
to continue to earn income, but this started to dwindle and eventually stopped 
when sector lockdowns and movement restrictions were enforced.

With the loss of his income, Aiden was unable to maintain paying the rent on 



4.1 Pandemic e�ects: what mattered most

We asked people to talk about the most important changes that COVID-19 had 
made to their lives, either the pandemic itself, or public health measures to 
control it, and the most important support they had received during this time. 
The strongest responses to these questions were around housing, Coronavirus 
Supplement, and capacity to work.

Participants living in precarious housing before the onset of COVID-19 found 
that stay-at-home orders increased the pressure to “nd stable and secure 
housing, when this had already been very di�cult. As these participants said, 
housing was a basic need and their “rst consideration.

My main priority was trying to “nd places to live and everything. (Ryan)

It was also a crucial factor in their capacity to attend to other important 
aspects of their life such as looking for work, ful“lling Centrelink requirements, 
and having su�cient resources to live a minimally healthy life.

Not having my own home has made it immeasurably di�cult to do the other things 
that the government demands of me. Not being able to provide me with a home 
has prevented me from being able to do what Centrelink demand. (Ally)

I think people don•t realise that it•s hard to get a job in the “rst place when you 



were either due to lockdown restrictions that impacted the service industry, 
geographic restrictions that prevented them from seeking work, or a lack of 
available work.

Just finding it hard everywhere to get a job or even somewhere to stay really. It’s 
just no stability since COVID-19 started because we’ve just got no idea what to do 
the whole time. (Nancy)

And the problem is there is no work. There is no jobs. I mean there’s casual work, 
often bordering on illegal. (Aiden)



you think to yourself are you doing essential work or not. You don’t want to get 
into trouble doing the wrong thing. It’s been really stressed with the work because 
working different jobs I’m thinking myself can I do this job or not, am I going to get 
fined by someone. (Bella)

Well, it was a rocky ride. I was considered an essential worker. But then in October I 
was made redundant, and I think that, they didn’t say it was because of COVID, but 
COVID-19 made it easy for them. (Sally)

For others, their experiences in casual or gig economy work meant an ongoing 
uncertain relationship with the labour force, continuous reliance on income 
support payments and significant everyday stresses in budgeting to make ends 
meet.

The most regular it ever was, was every second Friday for five hours, but then when 
other staff went off, I might get, say, two or three months’ worth of work at, say, 
three or four days a week, so that means Newstart [JobSeeker] would stop for that 
period. But yeah, it was only like a relief work. (Luke)

A strong theme from people with these work experiences is that employment 
does not provide a consistent liveable income, and some people with high 
medical expenses could not sustain the costs of medications and casual work 
without leave provisions.

If I didn’t work, I didn’t get paid, if I got sick and had to have a night off, or anything 
like that. And I was paying over a hundred dollars a month in medications, so it was 
getting very challenging to pay for the medications. (Derek)

It’s very hard with casual work with my income because it’s all over the place, so 
it makes it very hard to budget. It’s an absolute nightmare because you just don’t 
know how much money is going to come in with different amounts, so it makes it 
really hard to budget and work out how much money you earn. (Bella)



employment they face.

Because there•s so many people applying for jobs, they just don•t even reply to your 



allowed participants to experience something closer to a life without ongoing, 
debilitating worries about money.

Oh, massive. Massive di�erence. It made life a lot, a lot less stressful. (Patty)

That was really helpful, that really helped me out. (Fran)

Alleviating that pressure. (Fiona).

The Coronavirus Supplement was fantastic. (Ally)

It just gave me some breathing space to be able to put some money aside as a 
bu�er for rent and things like that. (Jessica)

I felt so good and I can do so much more. (Andy)

Yeah, that was a liveable amount. (Nancy)

Participants used the payments in a variety of ways that helped alleviate the 
stress of everyday living and ensure •the basics were met•. Overwhelmingly, 
participants described using the supplement for essentials: to buy food, 
medical, personal or household items they generally cannot a�ord, to pay 
o� debt or limit the risk of debt, and to address emergencies or unplanned 
changes in circumstances such as moving house. Less frequently reported were 
opportunities for discretionary spending such as ordering take- away f ood or 
eating out; and less frequently still were chances to save some of the additional 
payments in anticipation of future needs. People who described being able to 
do this generally had a savings plan already underway, often because of part-
time work.

However, the subsequent reduction of payments and “nal ending of 
payments in April 2021, had a pernicious impact. Financially, participants 
found themselves back to the stresses of having to live on very low incomes, 
prioritising basic needs and maintaining very frugal lifestyles.

[I stopped] shopping at the normal supermarket, at Aldi, I went to buy my food at 
a food pantry, for example. I buy food that is close to expiry date or even expired 
already so I was able to keep a�ording food and the basic needs. (Jackie)

Emotionally, the experience was destabilising, with participants often 
describing the e�ects in terms of closing down a world that had been brie”y 
open to them.

I started looking at doing courses and upskilling. But then once the payments 
started going down, you sort of retreat back into looking inwards to manage 
the payments so you can cover the basics and not have to worry about getting 
homeless or that sort of thing. That sort of restricted, well it restricts how you sort 
of live; I think. (Katie)



That sort of makes you depressed as well because you can’t meet everything. I can 
pay the rent, but other things have to go by the wayside. Getting the medications 
and basic food shop. Now I’m in a bit of debt because I had to ask family members 
for help, so I can go and do a grocery shop. So the stress has sort of increased. 
Suicidal at times, it’s just, it’s not good, not good at all. (Katie)

This stress was compounded for some participants by feelings of regret and 
shame that they had not saved or used the temporary supplement differently. 
They blamed themselves for their insufficient income which left them unable 
to buy household basics or participate fully in their communities, for example, 
berating themselves for ‘wasting’ the supplement by buying the occasional 
take-away meal. 

JobKeeper was the other key income support payment introduced as a policy 
response to COVID-19 - a wage subsidy for people who were stood down 
without pay which kept them connected with employment. JobKeeper was 
a crucial support for many during a time of severe economic change, to the 
extent that average private incomes actually increased despite many being 
without paid employment (Davidson, 2022). Most of those receiving JobKeeper 
were in the middle 60% of households by income, as eligibility for the payment 
was driven by employment status prior to the pandemic. It was not received by 
people who were in casual or otherwise precarious work or were unemployed, 
and as a result, interview participants did not talk about it.

The pandemic forced many people into unemployment or reduced income for 
the first time and these unusual circumstances were acknowledged through 
public discourse and policy responses as extremely difficult. People who 
had been managing with a very low income prior to the pandemic, however, 
experienced different as well as shared experiences with newly unemployed 
people. One difference, arguably, was that low and reduced incomes was 
recognised as shared experience, and the usual characterisations of welfare 
recipients as morally deficient and lazy were less visible (Burchardt, 2020; 
Shearer et al., 2021). Receipt of government income support payments was not 
widely stigmatised for a period and regarded instead as a common experience 
dictated by circumstances beyond individuals’ responsibility (Peters, 2020).

Another point of difference was that people who were unemployed or receiving 
other income support payments were accustomed to the demands and 
requirements of payment systems and skilled in meeting these requirements 
and other activity testing and compliance obligations. In contrast, participants 
who were new to income support payments were less familiar with these rules. 
Many participants receiving income support have a long history of negotiating 
income thresholds and other income support rules, to receive income from 
work while remaining active in the system, as the process of re-application is 
long and complicated. Mandatory obligation requirements were suspended for 
some participants at some points during the pandemic, but some participant 
interviews evidenced uncertainty and anxiety about their obligations and the 
change of rules, reflecting their previous experiences of sharp penalties for 
any accidental breach of them. In addition to the financial penalties, which 
often had a severe impact, the costs of these long experiences of negotiating 
mutual obligation demands can be seen to have an effect of ‘ego depletion’ 
(Schroeder et al., 2022) which affected their capacity to trust and work within 
the relaxation of these rules.

I have been applying for years but now even for interviews, I can’t go […] I can’t 



use the train or we can’t get out of the area, at all. So, it’s all closed. So, even if you 
apply for anywhere, we know that we can’t go for an interview, or anything like that. 
(Frieda)

I’ve been stuck in this house and they’re saying “go and get a job.” How are you 
supposed to go and get a job when you can’t leave your area? (Henry)

Whether they had long experiences of income support payments, or were new 
to these payments, there was a strong finding from participants that regular 
payment amounts are not enough to live on. This made the ending of the 
supplement particularly difficult. People experienced not only a drop in income, 
which most people find challenging, but a drop to an inadequate income 
insufficient to meet basic needs. People who are solely reliant on JobSeeker, 
Parenting Payment or the Disability Support Pension for income receive 
amounts that do not allow them to make ends meet.

Everyone that’s on Centrelink is underpaid. What they give, you can’t even survive 
off. You can’t even pay the bills, let alone save or get a place. (Jerry)

JobSeeker is ridiculous. You can hardly afford anything, that’s realistic. Disability, 
pension, you can afford to have one good week, but the second week is struggling. 
(Ryan)

I guess if you’re expected to live off JobSeeker, and then there has to be other 
ways that you have meals or something. I don’t know. You can’t live off that level of 
money. It’s just not possible. (Ronnie)

A further illustration of the inadequacy of Centrelink payments is the 
experiences of those few participants who, at time of interview, had secured 
sufficient work that their current income was high enough to make them 
ineligible for these payments. They described relief from stress at being able to 
afford a minimally reasonable standard of living, in which they could meet all 
their expenses.

I feel like I’m very comfortable, I’m saving money. I’ve bought some new furniture; 
I’ve covered some medical expenses that I wouldn’t have been able to afford 
before. (Sally)

It takes the stress out of life when you’re getting a decent salary, and you can see 
that, oh, I’ve paid the rent, I’ve paid this and that, and everything I have to. And then 
you look at it and you think, oh, I still got some money for myself. (Daisy)

These experiences are notable also because participants were not earning 
wages that are especially high: JobSeeker payment cuts out when earnt income 
reaches $1253.50 per fortnight, around 35% of average full-time earnings. 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022; Services Australia, 2022). JobSeeker 
payment is only 41% of the minimum wage (Coates & Cowgill, 2021), although it 
should also be noted that the minimum wage is well below this average, at 49% 
of full-time median weekly earnings.

4.3.2  Support from Centrelink
Many participants did not talk about there being a discernible difference in their 
interactions with Centrelink through COVID-19 and changes in income support 





4.3.3  Support from Employment Service Providers

For almost all participants currently engaged with employment service 
providers, the impact of COVID-19 was to halt the mutual obligation 
requirements, such as providing evidence of actively looking for work, which 
could not have been feasibly met for a time. H owever, for a few participants, the 
halting of a relationship with job providers also meant that they lost support to 
“nd employment.

I•m doing it on my own. The employment services, all their obligations have paused, 
so they are not really helping. They just mentioned that all obligations are paused 
and that they will be in touch after the lockdown was over. And since then, I haven•t 
heard anything from them. (Lily)

And so, this one [Job Provider Case worker] I•ve got now, he•s only just come on 
board about a month ago with me, but then COVID-19 hit again. So basically, I 
haven•t heard from him. So we haven•t been able to do anything. I haven•t even 
been setup for the course yet. He•s only just brought the laptop over and that•s it. 
(Georgia)

At time of interview, all participants who were in receipt of JobSeeker were 
also attached to an employment service provider as a condition of receiving 
this payment. Many have had experience over time with a range of di�erent 
employment service providers, and these experiences were generally not 
positive. Many participants were frustrated with the mismatch between their 
expectations of the role of job providers to help them “nd work and the reality 
of what was o�ered. These frustrations related to the lack of assistance in 
helping them look for work and their lack of choice in following directions to 
avoid losing payments.

4.3.4  Interactions with Centrelink and Employment Service Providers



It seems to be you sort of meet with your caseworker every fortnight and it’s 
what have you applied for this week or this fortnight, and I sort of thought isn’t 
that you’re supposed to help me. I’m not supposed to just come in and tell you 
everything that I’ve had to do. (Katie)

The intensity and nature of relationships with Centrelink and employment 
service providers varies over time, and personal interactions with Centrelink 
staff have decreased with the increasing importance of online systems to 
payments and information. Some clients welcomed this, for example Ron, who, 
when asked about his relationship with Centrelink, replied: ‘It doesn’t exist 
anymore. Thank God. It’s not like it used to be, it only exists if you absolutely 
need it to, and that’s how it should be.’

However, as noted above, those clients with least resources were most likely to 
be disadvantaged by the increasing shift to online systems, and some clients 
struggle with the decline in human contact:

Even though you can go onto your online portal and do stuff and that, I find that 
I actually prefer to speak to someone about my own issues, because sometimes 
going online, I’m thinking, is that right? Is that correct on that page? (Fran)

Luck and location also play a role in the quality of experiences interacting with 
Centrelink and employment services:

One person tells you something. Someone else tells you different. Housing tells me 
that you don’t need to give them this form because it’s automatic. It goes through 
our computers. But then Centrelink will call and say, “Oh no, it doesn’t. You need to 
bring it in” or, “You need to send it in.” And then I will upload it through myGov, then 
I still have to call to see if they got it. (Patty)

Centrelink in many respects you can speak to three different people, ask the same 
question, and get three different answers, depending on the person’s knowledge, 
experience and everything like that. (Derek)

On the phone it was just too difficult, and I’d get three different stories of three 
different things. (Lucy)

Almost all the participants had experiences with very long phone call wait 
times, a situation exacerbated during the pandemic when demand on Centrelink 
increased so significantly. As was widely reported at the time, long queues 
formed outside Centrelink in March 2020 in response to lockdowns and the 
introduction of new payments for people who had lost their job. This was 



overcome these barriers and the stigmatising experiences they are required to 
undergo, just to receive the benefits to which they are entitled. The language 
used to describe these interactions reveals these emotional costs:

Pretty degrading I find, I’m finding. (Katie)

Like you’ve got to get to real rock bottom before you ask for help with them. 
(Nancy)

Although everyone we spoke to could not do without the payments, some 
participants received more than payments alone, including referrals to other 
services, support in seeking work and training, and personalised advice on 
reporting varying levels of income.

[After moving house and attending a new Centrelink] They had a very different 
attitude [from previous office]. They were calling me down for interviews. It was 
Centrelink that encouraged me to go to TAFE. And they put me with a disability job 
provider. They were much more supportive of me getting training. (Sally)

I was also provided from women services, therapies, and they helped me on all the 
process. […] I don’t think I would make without it, to be honest. Because I think for 
me took it long time to, I mean, recover emotionally and psychologically from what 
happened. (Jackie)

The relationships with Centrelink and employment service providers were, 
for some participants, long histories of stigmatising and punitive treatment. 
Participants with recent and past experiences reported that the systems and 
rules were overly complicated, impersonal and harsh.

People who don’t know you will make a diagnosis and judgement on your health 
condition, even though you may have seen your GP for 10 years, who disagrees. 
(Patty)

I don’t find that they’re very forthcoming I don’t know whether they’ve had like 
rude people that they’ve had to deal with, but you know most of us aren’t rude. 



has been a bit of a challenge. So, my daughter isn•t independent in her studies. She 
needs a bit of support. She•s got a learning disability, so she needs a bit of extra 
help. And I guess the emotional impact on young people for COVIDƒlike lockdowns 
are really much harder on them than they are on the adults who care for them. 
(Betty)

More generally, participants spoke about the emotional toil of not being able to 
connect with their family during times of need.

Things got really bad after the “rst lockdown last year. I think not having ways to see my 
parents, to see my sister and have to deal with separation, and having a child on my own, 
yeah, was hard. (Jackie)

My grandfather diedƒ and then I couldn•t go to his funeral or see any of my family 
because of all of the restrictions at the time, so that was de“nitely a big thing. (Nancy)

Participants also had shared experiences with the same unexpected bene“ts reported 
in other studies and commentary: more time with loved ones, more time to rest:

I think one of the positives is that of having more of a relationship with my brothers and 
sisters who live in Queensland. We tend to talk more on the phone now. So I think that•s a 
positive. (Eric)

I•m just “nding myself a little bit more relaxed here and there. Because I•m not having to 
take my son out to di�erent events and things, and it can get quite a bit stressful being 
with the people and things like that. But now I•m just home a lot basically so I guess I have 
more time (Bella)

However, many of the consolations and compensatory strategies available to 
more privileged people (subscriptions to streaming services, online shopping and 
socialising, hobbies) were not feasible for people living on very low incomes. The 
pandemic also heightened and worsened the e�ects of damaging experiences that 
participants had already been subject to, in some cases for a long time: isolation, 
fragile health, and “nancial insecurity.

Betty described the •additional decision processes• that arose because of the fear 
that as •the only adult provider in the family who runs everything, what would actually 
happen if [she] got sick?•, so she limited all her movements to avoid the risk of 
catching the virus.

Rodney, for example, said that good friends were helping, but that a lack of money 
was making things very di�cult •Life is tough sometimes. And it•s really tough at the 
moment [ƒ] not having enough income to spend.• Bella, unlike many, was earning 
an income, but it varied a lot over time, and this caused additional anxiety as well as 
di�culties in planning and budgeting.

•But I “nd myself having these little, not 
breakdowns, but you know stress, I don•t know 
what they are called, because it just gets really 
stressful sometimes. I guess the “nancial aspect, 
basically because of the uncertainty of all the 
income.Ž (Bella)
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Staying with friends. All that sort of thing. (Lucy)











The first requirement for them [Housing service provider] was that we applied for 
Centrelink and housing […] even though when we called, they were like “You’re 
going to be on this waiting list for potentially 10 years”, like there’s no point putting 
yourselves on this list if it’s just for the lockdown, but that was their requirement. 
(Nancy)

Took me two months to get the paperwork together that they demand. Every time 
you put in a change of circumstances form; you have to go through the whole 
rigmarole as if you’re applying for the first time. …. it was a phenomenal amount of 
stuff to get and during COVID-19 you … weren’t allowed to go certain places and 
government offices won’t allow you to come in. It all has to be done at a distance. 
(Ally)

Some participants felt that they were not treated with respect and did not have 
the personal agency to speak up or have control over decisions that affected 
them.

I’m nervous to actually tell my Housing people because I’m worried that they’re 
going to think I’m complaining, and they’ll kick me out because it’s happened to 
other people, and I definitely don’t feel settled yet. (Nadine)

Some participants who had secured housing still spoke about difficult 
relationships and poor-quality housing, and an ongoing sense of uncertainty. 
These included concerns over potential re-location at any time (especially if 
their current housing is a private rental property managed by social housing 
through a head-lease arrangement) or if they fail to meet certain requirements. 
Others reported being excluded from housing because of previous tenancies.

All I’ve asked for is some repairs to be completed, that they actually said were 
going to be completed when I moved in two and a half years ago. And still they’re 
not done. (Ronnie)

We did have, you know, some tense discussions … because when I got this 
job, … I had more hours and my income increased. And so there was some 
discussion about whether I could afford to … move out and rent privately. And I 
argued successfully that given my age and the fact that I didn’t have permanent 
employment, meant that it would just be a recipe for homelessness. (Sally)

I did not know that if I didn’t follow one instruction that I’m out of the system. You 
know I’m out of the support. […] Housing decided to give me a second chance. One 
last chance they said. (Andy)

4.5.5 Private rental before COVID-19



I often felt unsafe. Just no privacy from neighbours and just never felt that we had a 
home that was, you know, bonded, it was our property, it was safe. (Betty)

I realize now I took it because I was homeless and I didn’t look at the property 
properly, it’s overpriced, it’s not legal, it’s not Council approved … the owners and 
the agents refusing to do repairs. (Daniela)

In contrast, a few participants who were in private rental were very happy with 
it, although this could mean paying more than they could afford in order to 
maintain their networks and location.

We’ve chosen to stay here. It’s expensive, but we don’t have a car and everything’s 
a bit more consistent. So we’ve had to make that decision to … just stay where all of 
our networks and resources are. (Jessica)

We just have a great community and I have lots of families who could pick up my 
kids and I’d picked up their kids. All those relationships I’d established for years. I 
just thought I can’t lose that part. It’s too much for the kids. (Lucy)

4.5.6 Private rental during COVID-19

Participants who were living in private rental properties during the first waves 
of the pandemic described insecurity and, in some cases, precarity of housing. 
Some were unable to afford to continue renting because they lost paid 
employment, and most were not able to negotiate with their landlord about 
rental payment obligations.

At this point, we don’t feel that we have much to negotiate, although we can 
request. But, if the landlord doesn’t really, kind of, accept it, we don’t have much to 
do…either we have to accept a new rent or we have to leave. (Freida)

Most who did attempt to negotiate on their rental payments were successful, 
although this was not universal, as Katie reported, ‘I’ve asked a couple of times 
with the deferring of the rent but that was a no’.

I’ve simply reached out to the estate agent and said, … ‘So for the next few months 
you’re going to get money when you get money’ […] And they’ve been pretty good 
about it because I actually always pay a bit extra. (Jessica)

They reduced the rate so that meant I wouldn’t have to move or potentially be 
homeless again … I’ve been really lucky because I’ve had an understanding landlord. 
… Yeah, from the first lockdown and then we renegotiated. So we’ve just been 
having conversations about that which has been such a relief really but that was 
constantly hanging over my head, that feeling of – oh my God, is it going to go up 
again? (Lucy)

Other research with people in private rental during COVID-19 has found 
(Pawson, Martin, Sisson, et al., 2021) that loss of income was experienced by 
a higher proportion of people than those who negotiated a rent variation. 
Similarly, in this study those participants who were able to negotiate a deferral 
or reduction in rent reported far greater stability and security than those 
who were discouraged from attempting to negotiate or who were refused a 
variation. However, this seems to have been a relatively uncommon experience 



4.5.7 Experiences of homelessness

Experiences of homelessness prior to or during COVID-19 included couch 
surfing and staying with friends. Participants who had experience of precarious 
housing because of COVID-19 described its impact in terms of physical, financial 
and emotional stress, and drastic limits on their choices and opportunities.

For example, Jerry spoke about prison as a practical housing option, although 
he was extremely ambivalent about feeling this:

I went to jail and then I got out and I went back to jail again because when I got out, 
it was hard during COVID-19 to find a place or somewhere to stay. So I went back 
to jail. […] I find it comfortable because I get fed, I’ve got somewhere to sleep every 
night, I’m not invading someone else’s privacy, I don’t have to worry about me, and 
I’m not getting myself into trouble. Yeah, part of me hates that I’m institutionalised, 
but I feel more comfortable in there than I do outside. (Jerry)

Ally was couch surfing at time of interview and was restricted to one room with 
little access to basic facilities.

I’m a couch surfer […] This lady is lovely and she’s very tolerant, but I’m in one room 
and I don’t have much access to a refrigerator. (Ally)

Andy spent many months living in his car before being placed in social housing.

I was trying to survive. And it was hard just during the rains and that and cold 
nights and that. And also, some nights I woke up traumatised and like yeah much 
like almost having a panic attack. (Andy)



5 Strategies, resources, and support
Other factors were described by participants that make a difference to people’s 
ability to live well. The most important of these were the use of participants’ 
own resources and skills, in some cases developed from experience of 
managing very low incomes and difficult relationships with systems, and 
effective support from services and people.

People with long relationships with Centrelink described the resources, 
skills and knowledge they have developed to navigate complex systems. 
This includes detailed knowledge of policies and payments, recording all 
conversations in writing and being prepared for extensive delays, and these 
strategies, which they have developed over time, meant that many participants 
felt confident in navigating the changes to their entitlements and activities 
brought about by COVID:

I think I am so aware of policy that if I have to get onto the phone to them, I’m able 
to push back. I know that in their training they’re encouraged, to only answer one 
question per phone call for example, and I’ll push back on that. Or if they don’t, I just 
escalate because that’s the only way things get done. (Jessica)

I really feel for people who don’t understand the system. Like I’ve been doing this 
for so many years, I know that if I’m going to ring Centrelink, it’s going to take me 
three hours, I can deal with that. But for normal people, they’re absolutely just 
flabbergasted by how hard it is to deal with them. (Betty)

Other participants also talked about the value of persisting when contesting 
the requirements set by employment service providers, and the need to do this 
multiple times

I found that applying for 20 jobs was really playing on my mental health. I spoke 
with my [employment service provider] and he was happy to reduce it down to 
four. So, it’s been good. And then recently, they wanted to increase it back. My 
worker was on holidays, and the other worker rang up and said, I shouldn’t be 
applying for four, I should be applying for 20. (Eric)

Participants called on their own knowledge and other resources during 
extraordinarily stressful and unpredictable circumstances. Social connections 
and networks were important resources, and the participants who felt some 
confidence in their circumstances and capacity to control them were also able 
to plan for the future.

Many participants described experiences, sometimes over a long time, of calling 
on family and friends for financial assistance, emotional support, a place to stay, 
and advice. These support networks were very important during the pandemic. 



supplying a lot of the neighbours with fresh fruit, veggies, that sort of thing. … 
Well actually, I had a win last night. Lady up the road works for a sushi shop and 
when they have leftovers and that, she brings them around and I’ll swap it for fresh 
pineapples and stuff. Keeps us all happy. We do a lot of that [local community 
bartering]. (Luke)

I also just do trade-offs with people, I’ll call a friend and say, “can you make me a 
meal? And I’ll come weed your garden for an hour”. (Jessica)

These relationships were tested, but even more necessary, during COVID-19 
when experiences of anxiety and uncertainty were so widespread.

I just sort of talk to them on the phone or I’ll just do video calls with them. But yeah, 



This was accompanied, h owever, by an awar eness of the stigma accorded 
to people living in poverty, and for some this was felt as shame and further 
isolation.

I don•t want sympathy, but I would like real support from the government, and 
there•s none there. I•m desperate for paid work and the government just keeps 
saying, •You•re lazy. You•re a bludger. You•re taking the people next door•s taxes.Ž 
(Ally)

My family live in Queensland and I “nd it hard to let them know that I•m not working 
as well. Yeah, I•m not prepared for their disappointment. (Eric)

Everyone called me scum when I was homeless. (Eric)

Participants also re”ected on the role of luck and happenstance, and 
vulnerability to unwanted change.

Craig was both sanguine and heartfelt when he described his experiences of 
poverty in terms of fate.

Well I look at it like this, there was a really big queue when I went to the fairground, 
right, and they were all waiting to get on one ride, it was called the merry-go-round, 
and just over a little bit in the corner there was no queue so I jumped on that ride 
and that was a sad-go-round, and I wish I•d waited in line like the other guys. (Craig)

The suddenness and uncertainty of the pandemic, and the indiscriminate 
impact of the lockdown restrictions, heightened these vulnerabilities and 



I just don’t know what will happen next, after two months? But whether we have 
the job or not. Because without that job, I lose everything, I completely lose 
everything. The food, the rent…(Frieda)



above and beyond his duties” to refer her to counsellors and ensure she had 
legal assistance when she needed it. In Daisy’s experience, “the most incredible 
help sometimes has come from complete strangers, not my own family.”

Sally established relationships with staff at Centrelink and employment service 
providers, that contrasted with her previous treatment as “someone who was 
going to be on the dole for the rest of my life”. Approaching Sally’s situation 







A Poverty and Inequality Partnership study of homelessness during COVID-19 
found concern among some stakeholders that the resources invested in NSW’s 
Together Home and Victoria’s From Homelessness to a Home may have the 
unintended effect of reducing housing options for groups such as women and 
children leaving family violence, because it places increased demand on social 
housing but not increased supply (Pawson, Martin, et al., 2021b).

6.1.4 People from refugee and non-English speaking backgrounds, and 
people on temporary visas

Parenting stress increased because of COVID-19 policy responses, and the impact 
was particularly adverse for some groups. Parenting stress was compounded for 
migrant families and those from non-English speaking backgrounds, because 
they were more likely than other groups to be experiencing financial hardship (as 
ineligible for JobKeeper); and more likely to have difficulties in navigating home 
learning. As Jones et al (2020) found, families facing financial hardship are also 
likely to find heightened challenges due to the added stresses of unemployment, 
crowded living environments, challenges in delivering school curricula and 
meeting educational needs needs when schools are not operating, along with 
reduced access to online health and other services.

Pawson, Martin, et al. (2021b) conducted interviews with housing stakeholders 
and found an increasing representation of non-permanent residents in street 



of newly unemployed people seeking food relief (Foodbank, 2020). An 
online survey of charities providing food relief in Victoria found an increase 
in the number of people seeking aid, which when combined with changes in 
supply chains and the impact of panic buying in the community, created food 
shortages for agencies (McKay et al., 2021).

6.2 COVID-19 policy responses and impact
The literature shows that several policy responses to the pandemic had a 
positive impact on the financial wellbeing of people living in poverty. However, 
the benefits were not equally distributed, and people who were already 



2020), financial wellbeing scores for unemployed workers actually increased by 
4% from an average 44.7 in the pre- COVID-19 period to 46.5 in the COVID-19 
period. However, these effects were only observed for unemployed workers 
who were likely to have access to (at least partial rate of) JobSeeker Payment, 
and so receive the flat-rate Coronavirus Supplement (Porter & Bowman, 2021).

An important element of the Coronavirus Supplement identified in the literature 
was the removal of the mutual obligation requirements, where respondents 
reported being able to have more time to undertake socially reproductive work, 
such as looking after their own health needs as well as their families (Klein et 
al., 2022). These authors also found that the “removal of obligation gave people 
space to engage in the formal labour market” (Klein et al., 2022: 58) because 
people had more time to increase labour market engagement, engage in other 
forms of unpaid productive work, and to spend time looking for work, studying 
and going to interviews.

As the supplement tapered off in September 2020, there was an immediate 



6.2.3 Housing

Policy responses devised to assist people with housing during the first waves 
of the pandemic seem to have been implemented well and received positively. 
For example, Hartley et al., (2021) conducted workshops with stakeholders, 
interviews with people who were currently or formerly experiencing 
homelessness, and a review of policy statements, and found that the temporary 
accommodation measure was important and effective in preventing the spread 
of COVID-19 amongst a highly vulnerable cohort of people who were sleeping 
rough in inner city Sydney (Hartley et al, 2021). They also found that higher 
quality accommodation during the first waves of the pandemic than usually 
offered through temporary accommodation encouraged people to accept 
support for the first time with the condition of the rooms; privacy afforded by 
individual rooms and facilities, including kitchens and bathrooms; and being 
treated with dignity and respect by hotel staff highlighted by stakeholders as 
especially important (Hartley et al., 2021).

The Commonwealth Parliamentary Inquiry into Homelessness in Australia also 
found mostly positive outcomes for temporary accommodation measures. 
However, there were mixed views from service providers, and some evidence of 
very short-term support or insecure and overcrowded boarding houses being 
provided (Parliament of Australia, 2021)

In addition to the direct income supplements JobKeeper, JobSeeker and early 
access to superannuation, policy responses and initiatives to alleviate housing-
related stress and homelessness has also been examined by researchers, and by 
service providers and relevant agencies.

Pawson and colleagues published a series of three research reports on housing 
policy and impacts during the COVID-19 pandemic, as part of the Poverty and 
Inequality Partnership. This included initial analysis, published at the end of 
2020, a second report focused on Australia in 2021, and a final report looking 



Drawing on online surveys of landlords and economists, as well as an 



specific groups of people, in which online learning was regularly reported.

A study of the response of the Victorian emergency and community food 
sector to the pandemic found that school closures have also had an impact on 
community and family food insecurity, because of the impact on school food 
programs (McKay et al., 2021). This was consistent with other research finding 
a negative impact of school closures on food security for students who used 
breakfast clubs (The Smith Family, 2020). Drawing on consultation with school 
contacts and other stakeholders in their network, The Smith Family also found 
that the risk of disengaging from school was more likely for students from non-
English speaking backgrounds (The Smith Family, 2020).

The Smith Family’s report on learning experiences during COVID-19 in 
Australia’ most disadvantaged communities (The Smith Family, 2020) drew 
on updates from staff working with families as well as advice from their 
Principals’ Advisory Group. They found that home learning through COVID-19 
exacerbated the digital divide (Flack et al., 2020) already experienced by 
disadvantaged students and families prior to the pandemic. Limited access 
to computers and reliable internet, in addition to other vulnerabilities and risk 
characteristics, contributed to greater disengagement from home learning 
among disadvantaged students, compared with their peers.

These studies also identified the groups of students most vulnerable to the 
digital divide including those:

• In low-income families.

• From non-English speaking backgrounds.

• Living in out-of-home care (particularly when living in a crowded home).

• With disability and their carers (Brown et al., 2020; Flack et al., 2020; The 
Smith Family, 2020).

Flack et al. (2020) conducted a survey of teachers in Australia and New 
Zealand to assess the impact of home learning on more and less privileged 
schools, using the Index of Community Socio-educational Advantage (ICSEA) a 
scale computed for each school by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority. Their findings showed that the children attending the least 
advantaged schools were the most adversely affected by the shift to online 
learning. More than 20% of teachers in the least advantaged schools believed 
their schools were not well positioned to transition to online instruction, 
compared with 5.9% in the most advantaged category. In addition to concerns 
about access to technology and the internet, the concern of teachers in ICSEA 
Quartile 1 (most disadvantaged) about their students’ lack of access to basic 
resources was nearly five times higher than the proportion of Quartile 4 (most 
advantaged) teachers concerned about the same (Flack et al., 2020). Lamb 
(2020) found that learning from home for disadvantaged children adversely 
affects educational outcomes due to gaps between disadvantaged and other 
families in material resources, including in information and communication 
technology; key competencies and dispositions needed for further learning; 
and parental support; and the lack of suitability of learning adjustments used in 
schools for home.
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There are key lessons that can be drawn from this research on policy-making 
and implementation in crisis. Policy responses that provide additional material 
support, quickly, with relatively few eligibility criteria, low conditionality and 
long-term consistency are critically important to maintaining the wellbeing 
and stability of people with few reserves during a crisis. The additional income 
provided through the Coronavirus Supplement was especially important 
for people who are living without a minimally adequate income. The extra 
resources provided people with reprieve from ongoing financial stresses. It also 
provided people with capacity to think about and plan for their future, including 
engaging with the labour market and, for some, overcoming the emotional cost 
of social isolation and increase in care responsibilities.

People with experience of poverty and disadvantage have their own resources 
and skills on which they routinely draw on to manage the unpredictability and 
varying stresses of their everyday lives.

Likewise, many practitioners in service provision, advocacy, and support show 
tenacity and innovation in continuing to meet the needs of people they work 
with when circumstances are difficult. There were many instances when the 
sector showed remarkable capacity to change rapidly and provide services in 
extraordinarily daunting circumstances.

Nonetheless, the experiences of people with services and support prior to 
the pandemic continue to affect them. Asked about temporary measures that 
relieved pressures and obligations, they described service delivery systems, 
especially income support, as inefficient and inconsistent. Interaction with the 
system may be either disrespectful or helpful, stigmatising or understanding, 
punitive or accommodating. Many people with experiences of poverty 
and disadvantage have long histories with being treated with distrust and 
judgement, and of being required to spend significant time and energy just to 



were working hard on their behalf, now had extra resources and support to 
offer, including housing.

The collective experience of COVID-19 provided a shared, provisional 
understanding of the precariousness of life conditions, and made visible the 
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