
5.3 Overcrowded households 

Why this measure is included
Overcrowded housing has been associated with potential negative impacts on children’s wellbeing and 
development which can have significant and far reaching effects. While more Australian research into the 
effects on children is required, possible impacts of overcrowding cited in the literature here and abroad 
include an increased risk of infection-based illness, irregular sleep, poor school performance, increased 
parental stress resulting in punitive parenting and parent-child conflict, greater vulnerability to abuse and 
poor mental health. 362 363 364 These effects can persist throughout life and perpetuate intergenerational 
social inequality. 365 

In Western Australia (WA) the extent of overcrowding among Aboriginal families is a serious issue.366

Table 5.5:  Children and young people living in households that require additional bedrooms: 
number and in per cent, by housing utilisation, by age group, Western Australia, 2011

Housing Utilisation 

0 to 8 
years

9 to 14 
years

15 to 17 
years 0 to 17 years

Number Number Number Number Per cent
One extra bedroom needed 12,631 7,899 3,923 24,453 4.9

Two extra bedrooms needed 2,842 1,845 1,023 5,710 1.1

Three or more extra bedrooms needed 1,726 1,187 645 3,558 0.7

One or more extra bedrooms needed 17,199 10,931 5,591 33,721 6.7
No extra bedrooms needed 54,353 36,847 19,056 110,256 22.1

One or more bedrooms spare 173,929 108,717 53,566 336,212 67.3

Other* 6,719 7,591 5,419 19,729 3.9

Total 252,200 164,086 83,632 499,918 100.0

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013, 2011 Census of Population and Housing, custom report

* Includes ‘unable to determine’ and ‘not stated’.

Table 5.6:  Proportion of Aboriginal children and young people living in overcrowded conditions: 
in per cent, by age group, Western Australia and Australia, 2008

  0 to 3 years 4 to 14 years 15 to 24 years
  WA Australia WA Australia WA Australia

Major cities n/a 21.0 n/a 18.4 n/a 20.0

Regional areas n/a 26.0 n/a 26.5 n/a 25.1

Remote areas 40.7 53.8 50.3 58.8 n/a 59.0

Total 26.0 30.6 34.8 31.6 34.0 31.0

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics 2010, National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Survey, 2008 
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Table 5.7:  Proportion of Aboriginal children and young people living in overcrowded conditions: 
number and in per cent, by age group, Western Australia, 2008

0 to 3 years 4 to 14 years 15 to 24 years
Number Per cent Number Per cent Number Per cent

1,800 26.0 6,500 34.8 4,700 34.0

Source:  Australian Bureau of Statistics 2010, National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Survey, 2008 

Figure 5.5:  Proportion of overcrowded households in public housing: in per cent,  
Western Australia and Australia, 2007 to 2013 

Source:  Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision, Report on Government 
Services, 2008 to 2014 [series], Productivity Commission

Note:  In 2010 the classification of ‘overcrowded’ changed, resulting in an increase in households 
considered overcrowded. Data is now based on the Canadian National Occupancy Standard for 
overcrowding, where overcrowding is deemed to occur if one or more bedrooms are required to 
meet the standard.

Table 5.8:  Proportion of Aboriginal households in public housing living in overcrowded conditions: 
in per cent, by remoteness, Western Australia and Australia, 2010–11 to 2012–13 367 368 369

  Western Australia Australia
  2010–11 2011–12 2012–13 2010–11 2011–12 2012–13

Major cities 10.4 11.1 12.0 10.0 9.7 10.5

Inner regional 10.4 10.9 8.3 8.1 8.1 8.5

Outer regional 8.6 8.7 9.3 10.5 10.6 11.4

Remote 13.5 13.8 12.7 13.3 13.9 12.9

Very remote 14.8 16.1 13.2 14.3 15.5 13.2

Source:  Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision, Report on Government 
Services, 2012 to 2014 [series], Productivity Commission
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What is this measure?
Overcrowding can occur in any type of household. This measure looks at the incidence of overcrowding 
among families in WA and compares this with Australia-wide data. The definition of overcrowding used in 
this measure is based on the Canadian National Occupancy Standard for Housing Appropriateness, in which 
households that require at least one additional bedroom are considered to experience some degree of 
overcrowding.370 Australia adopted this standard in 2010. 

Information on the number of children and young people living in a household that requires additional 
bedrooms comes from the 2011 Census of Population and Housing. 

Data is also taken from the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2008 (NATSISS).  
The scope of this survey is Indigenous people who were usual residents of private dwellings in Australia.  
The NATSISS is a multidimensional social survey providing broad information across key areas of social 
concern for Indigenous Australians.371 

Other data used is from the annual Report on Government Services and shows the proportion of 
households in State government owned housing that are defined as overcrowded. The data considers all 
households in public housing. 

Commentary
Table 5.5 shows that the majority of children and young people in WA live in adequate housing and that 
overcrowding is relatively uncommon. More than 93 per cent live in a dwelling that does not require 
additional bedrooms. 

The remaining 6.7 per cent of WA children and young people live in a household that needs extra bedrooms 
– 24,453 live in a household that requires one extra bedroom, 5,710 live in in a household that requires 
two extra bedrooms and 3,558 children and young people in WA live in a household that requires three or 
more extra bedrooms. More than one-half of children living in a household that requires at least one extra 
bedroom are aged 0 to eight years (Table 5.5).

Compared nationally, the rate of overcrowding for children and young people is lower in WA than in Australia 
overall (6.7% compared to 9.5%).372

While the majority of WA children and young people live in adequate housing, the incidence of overcrowding 
is high among Aboriginal households. 

Based on data from the 2008 NATSISS, the ABS estimates that in WA more than one-quarter of Aboriginal 
children aged 0 to three years (26.0%) and more than one-third of Aboriginal children aged four to 14 years 
(34.8%) are living in overcrowded conditions. In absolute terms, this means that around 8,300 Aboriginal 
children aged between 0 and 14 years are living in overcrowded conditions. In the 15 to 24 year age group of 
Aboriginal young people in WA, about 4,700, or one-third, are living in such conditions (Tables 5.6 and 5.7).

Aboriginal children and young people living in remote areas of WA are most likely to experience 
overcrowding. The ABS estimates that around one-half of Aboriginal children and young people in remote 
areas are living in overcrowded dwellings (Table 5.6). 

The situation in WA is similar to Australia overall. The ABS estimates that almost one-third (31%) of 
Aboriginal children and young people across Australia live in overcrowded housing and that those living in 
remote areas and those living in housing rented from an Aboriginal housing organisation are the most likely 
to live in overcrowded conditions.373
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There has been an increase in the proportion of overcrowded dwellings that are owned by the State 
government. In 2013, 4.9 per cent of WA public housing stock was classified as overcrowded which is close 
to the Australian average of 5.0 per cent. While the data shows no change for WA between 2012 and 2013, 
the proportion of overcrowded dwellings has increased since 2010 when 4.1 per cent of dwellings were 
recorded as overcrowded (Figure 5.5). This data considers all households374 in public housing with family 
households with children, representing around 37 per cent of all households in public housing in WA.  
The increase in the percentage of dwellings considered overcrowded from 2009 to 2010 (from 1.9% to 4.1%) 
is a result of Australia adopting the Canadian National Occupancy Standard for Housing Appropriateness in 
2010375 (Figure 5.5). 

Again, the incidence of overcrowding is significantly higher for Aboriginal households in public housing. 
According to data from the Report on Government Services, around 12 per cent of Aboriginal households  
in the Perth Metropolitan area and more than 13 per cent of Aboriginal households in remote areas of WA 
are overcrowded (Table 5.8). 

One critical factor for the increased likelihood of overcrowding in Aboriginal households is the lack of 
appropriate housing for larger families or grouped families, where several generations or distinct family 
groups may live in the same household.

Strategies

Opening Doors to Address Homelessness: State Plan 2010–2013, Government of Western Australia

This plan builds on the National Affordable Housing Agreement and the National Partnership Agreement on 
Homelessness. The action areas under the plan are:

 y a range of housing options 

 y employment, education and training

 y health and wellbeing

 y connection with community, family and friends.

The State government departments involved are the Department for Child Protection and Family Support 
(as the lead agency), Department of Housing, Mental Health Commission, Drug and Alcohol Office, 
Department of Corrective Services and WA Police. Further information is available at www.dcp.wa.gov.au/
servicescommunity/Documents/WA%20Homelessness%20State%20Plan.pdf

National Partnership on Homelessness, Council of Australian Governments (released 2009)

In WA, the Department for Child Protection and Family Support is the lead agency responsible for this joint 
Commonwealth/State Partnership. Programs provided include:

 y services for rough sleepers

 y new housing support workers for private and public tenancies, and people leaving supported 
accommodation and institutional care

 y new and expanded supports for women and children experiencing domestic violence

 y a ‘Foyer’ development to provide transitional, self-contained housing for young people, combined with 
support to access employment, education and training (contracted to Anglicare WA).

Further information on the National Partnership is available at www.dcp.wa.gov.au/servicescommunity/
Pages/Homelessness.aspx

Specific information on the Foyer development is available at http://oxfordfoyer.com.au/ 
and www.anglicarewa.org.au/
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National Affordable Housing Agreement, Council of Australian Governments (released 2009)

The National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) aims to ensure that all Australians have access to 
affordable, safe and sustainable housing that contributes to social and economic participation. The NAHA  
is an agreement by the Council of Australian Governments that commenced on 1 January 2009, initiating  
a whole-of-government approach in tackling the problem of housing affordability. 

The NAHA provides $6.2 billion worth of housing assistance to low and middle income Australians in the 
first five years and is supported by the National Partnership Agreements on social housing, homelessness 
and Indigenous Australians living in remote areas. Further information is available at www.fahcsia.gov.au/
our-responsibilities/housing-support/programs-services/housing-affordability/national-affordable-housing-
agreement

National Rental Affordability Scheme, Commonwealth Government (released 2008)

The National Rental Affordability Scheme seeks to address the shortage of affordable rental housing by 
offering financial incentives to individuals, business and community organisations to build and rent housing 
to low and moderate income households, at a rate at least 20 per cent below the market value rent.

The scheme is intended to stimulate the construction of 50,000 high quality homes and apartments,  
to provide affordable private rental properties. More information is available at www.dss.gov.au/ 
our-responsibilities/housing-support/programs-services/national-rental-affordability-scheme 

Want to know more?

Data on overcrowding

The Report on Government Services (ROGS) includes the data on overcrowding in public housing and in 
State-owned and managed Indigenous housing (SOMIH). This series is available at www.pc.gov.au/gsp/rogs

Research, reports and articles 

The ABS discusses the housing situation including the experience of overcrowding by Aboriginal children 
and young people as part of their wider publication Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Wellbeing: 
A focus on children and youth, Apr 2011. This is available at www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/4725.0main+features1Apr%202011

The AIHW examines overcrowding as a component of adequate shelter and its impact on children’s health 
and wellbeing in Shelter: development of a Children’s Headline Indicator. The report is available at  
www.aihw.gov.au/publication-detail/?id=6442472426

The Australian Housing and Urban Research Unit (AHURI) carries out research on housing and 
homelessness. Reports are available from www.ahuri.edu.au 

Dockery A, Kendall G, Li J, Mahendran A, Ong R & Strazdins L 2010. Housing and children’s development 
and wellbeing: a scoping study, AHURI Final Report No. 149, Australian Housing and Urban Research 
Institute, Melbourne, www.ahuri.edu.au/publications/download/ahuri_80551_fr 

Dockery A, Ong R, Colquhoun S, Li J and Kendall G 2013, Housing and children’s development and 
wellbeing: evidence from Australian data, AHURI Final Report No. 201, Australian Housing and Urban 
Research Institute. Melbourne, www.ahuri.edu.au/publications/download/ahuri_80651_fr 
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The report by Mission Australia Seen and Heard: Putting children on the homelessness agenda 2011 
recommends that a consistent and nationwide framework is required to address the needs of homeless 
children, informed by child and family-centred practice. The framework should articulate how to:

 y prevent families and children from becoming homeless

 y intervene early to stabilise housing where it is precarious

 y better support children and families once homeless.

Further information is available at www.missionaustralia.com.au/research-page/homelessness-
page?view=docman
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