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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)

| think people donet realise that ites hard to get a job in the “rst place when you
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employment they face.

Because therees so many people applying for jobs, they just donet 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 | 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 sthe basics were mete. 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.

[1 stopped] shopping at the normal supermarket, at Aldi, | went to buy my food at
a food pantry, for example. | buy food that is close to expiry date or even expired
already so | 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.

| 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)
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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.

lsm 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, | havenet
heard anything from them. (Lily)

And so, this one [Job Provider Case worker] leve got now, hees only just come on
board about a month ago with me, but then COVID-19 hit again. So basically, |
havenet heard from him. So we havenet been able to do anything. | havenst even
been setup for the course yet. Hees only just brought the laptop over and thates 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
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has been a bit of a challenge. So, my daughter isnet independent in her studies. She
needs a bit of support. Shees got a learning disability, so she needs a bit of extra
help. And I guess the emotional impact on young people for COVID(like 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 wi