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Introduction 

Seven hundred completed survey forms were returned to COTA within about three 

weeks.  Such was the interest that this topic engendered amongst older Canberrans. 

Anecdotal evidence indicated that income and costs were constraining older peo-

ple in there use of medicines and health services, as well as, consumption of fruit, 

vegetables and meat.  In addition, cost and income pressures were also reducing 

social contact and volunteering effort.  We were surprised by the findings as sur-

veys are often not good at identifying such „gaps‟. 

In almost every area we found a sizeable group living in circumstances which can 

only be considered as undesirable and inappropriate.  This is a survey and, as such, 

may have significant biases.  However, the absolute numbers identified in this 

sample are enough for policy action.  For example, approximately thirty people 

surveyed are private renters and in rental stress. A similar number of people have 

sold their car as a cost saving measure.   Around 100 people have ceased private 

health insurance and similar numbers have reduced medication or are unable to 

undertake appropriate home maintenance because of costs.  Over 200 have 

changed their diet to cope with price increases and more than 300 people have re-

duced heating, including by going to bed early, to reduce costs. 
 

Background 

An increasing number of incidents of older people making difficult consumption 

choices have been raised with COTA this year.  These include feedback from our 

Peer-educators when talking about medication and care, cases coming to our 

Housing options advisors and incidents occurring with neighbors, while shopping 

etc. 

COTAs have worked with and supported the „Fair go for Pensioners‟.  In addition, 

COTA (ACT) is keen to input to the Harmer enquiry through our federal body, 

COTA Over 50s. 

The concept of older people forced to compromise on critical lifestyle issues be-

cause of severe financial constraints is not generally associated with the ACT due 

to the perceptions of high average incomes and other favorable social considera-

tions. 

Given this background, we believed it was important to ask local older people if 

they are forced to make decisions and go without things that the broader commu-

nity believe are appropriate and essential.  The Seniors Finance and Lifestyle Sur-

vey was constructed with a view to ascertaining whether older people are compro-

mised when it comes to consumption of basic requirements. 

Finally, this survey has only been available for a relatively short period.  We have 

been pleasantly surprised by the number of people who have, „out of the blue‟, re-

quested a copy and wanted to participate in the survey. 

In many ways this survey can be viewed as an exploratory exercise given the time 

available, resource constraints and range of issues covered.  More detailed re-

search could be well worthwhile.  However, it does highlight the need to ensure 

that we do not allow further difficulties to arise. 

Result 1. 

 

In September 2008, 2740  

copies of the survey were 

distributed, 699 returned, 

representing 999  

individuals 

Result 2. 

 

Age of People Surveyed: 

 

14% Aged 55ð64 

 

32% Aged 65ð74 

 

41% Aged 75-84 

 

13% Aged 85 plus 

Result 3. 

 

82% of respondents 

own their own home 

outright, the other 

11% have a mortgage 

or a reverse mortgage 

Result 4. 
 

¶ 47% of respondents are 

 fully self funded. 

 

¶ 32% receive a part 

 Centrelink pension. 

 

¶ 12% receive full 

Centrelink  pension 

 

¶ 9% receive DVA 

 entitlement. 
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Survey Features 

Possibly the most outstanding feature of this survey is that it raised 

such a wide range of significant issues facing older people in the 

ACT.  Frequently a survey of one or one-and-a-half percent of the 

population does not successfully tap the gaps in services or those 

that „fall through the cracks‟.  Even a census may not be effective in 

revealing these issues. 

To give a broad view of the seven hundred survey responses, one-in

-eight are on the full Centrelink pension ($14 200 for a single per-

son or $23 750 for a couple).  In total, just over half the respondents 

receive some form of Government pension.  Approximately half are 

fully self funded, including superannuation (that is, a single person 

receiving over $21 400 or over $39 000 per annum for a couple, if 

they own their home). 

The Seniors Lifestyle and Finance Survey identified concerning 

problems in all four areas: accommodation, income, health, and, 

social and recreational aspects of life. 
 

Health 

Rising costs are impacting on health related decisions.  While mak-

ing savings in the short run these decisions may have substantial 

longer term costs for both the individual and the community. 

A large majority of older people who responded, have private 

health insurance.  However, half of the people without health insur-

ance previously had cover but have ceased due to rising costs.  Un-

fortunately, more than one-in-eight have reduced or stopped medi-

cal treatment in response to the cost.  Reducing medication or aban-

doning them altogether is being used by one-in-twelve people to 

reduce costs. 

The inadequacy of their diet was recognized by almost one-in-ten 

respondents.  However, a third indicated that they were buying less 

food, buying cheaper food and changing their diets due to increas-

ing food costs.  The consequences of the eating habits of those who 

have stopped purchasing fruit, vegetables and / or meat is a matter 

for concern. 
 

Social Aspects 

Community participation is important for both physical and mental 

health.  Overall forty percent or respondents have reduced their so-

cial and recreational activity in the last twelve months due to the 

cost.  Generally there was a twenty to thirty percent decline in indi-

vidual types of activities.  Of concern is the largest reductions were 

in sport or physical activities and also in social clubs such as the 

CWA, Lions, Rotary etc.  In addition, one quarter of these people 

are curtailing their friendships due to the increased cost of visiting. 

Older Canberrans are active volunteers and assist the community in 

many ways.  However, volunteering is being severely constrained 

by the cost to the individuals.  Two-in-five people are taking this 

approach. 

Almost half of those surveyed have not had a holiday in the last 

twelve months.  The most popular holiday was organised by the 

individual and involved staying with family and friends. 

Result 6: 

 

¶ 14% of Home owners believe that 

rising costs will prevent 

appropriate maintenance and re-

pairs 

¶ 46% or home owners are concerned 

about meeting their commitments. 

¶ 22% of home owners envisage 

having to move from their home 

because of rising costs. 

Result 5: 

Health Issues: 

¶ 31% do not have private health cover 

¶ 15% have ceased private cover because 

of cost. 

¶ 56% do not have bulk billing by Bulk 

Medical Practitioner. 

¶ 13% have reduced or stopped medical 

treatment because of rising costs. 

¶ 93% take medicine prescribed by 

 Doctor. 

¶ 7% don‟t take medicine or take less  

because of costs. 

A single person aged  76, quoted 

“they did not continue going to the 

(medical) specialist because of the 

cost”. 

—-000—- 

A respondent aged, 69 quoted “my 

teeth are falling out but can‟t af-

ford the dental fees” 

—-000—- 

A single person aged 78 quoted 

“It‟s too late for me.  I would like 

a new pair of good leather shoes”. 



COTA (ACT) Lifestyle Survey, 09-2008 

Income 

Over half of those surveyed anticipate a decline in income this year.  

For the majority, four-in-five, this is due to recent fluctuations in 

financial markets.  The anticipated decline is substantial, more than 

twenty percent, for one-in-ten of all respondents. 
 

Accommodation 

It is pleasing to see that more than four out of five of those sur-

veyed own their own home.  It may also be seen as a positive  

feature that one in twenty home owners have been able to take ad-

vantage, to some extent, of increased capital values by using a re-

verse mortgage.  On the other hand it may be viewed as less than 

desirable that they need to take this approach. 

Home ownership is not the panacea and does not lead to a univer-

sally positive outlook.  Almost half the home owners are concerned 

about their ability to meet rising costs.  In fact, almost one-quarter 

envisage moving from their home due to rising cost and one-in-

seven see themselves running down their house because of the cost 

of appropriate repairs. 

All private renters are considered to be in rental stress as they paid 

more than thirty percent of their income in rent.  More than twenty-

five percent of income used for rent is usually considered a rental 

stress situation.  The survey revealed almost thirty private renters in 

unfortunate circumstances. 
 

Conclusion 

This summary has aimed at providing a broad picture of the current 

circumstances of older people.  What is abundantly clear is that 

older people in Canberra are being squeezed by both rising costs 

and poor returns.  They are making substantive changes in relation 

to both maintenance and consumption.  Many of these adjustments 

appear to have undesirable personal or social consequences.  They 

do not appear sustainable in the long term, fall short of community 

expectations and are likely to result in increased costs which will 

have to be borne by the broader community in the longer term. 

Owning your home does not assure security due to increasing costs 

and maintenance.  In these circumstances, owning your home can 

bring uncertainty and worry.   However, anyone in the private 

rental market is in an unenviable position due to the cost burden. 

The substantive changes are being made by older people across the 

spectrum of age and income. They do not bode well for their future. 
 

The total number of people, who have been willing to share, 

through this survey, that they are „doing it tuff‟ is a little over-

whelming.  Even if the other ninety nine percent of older people in 

the ACT are not experiencing difficulties, the survey with seven 

hundred responses, has identified enough problems to justify  

action.  An increase in pensions and ongoing appropriate adjust-

ment is required.  However, this alone will not be adequate.  A  

continuing review of all programs and policies is required to ensure 

problems are not exacerbated but rather continually addressed. 

Result 7: 

 

57% of respondents were from a 

single person household. 

 

 43% of respondents  

comprised a ñcoupleò household 

A single person 

aged over 85 quoted 

ñ I would not sur-

vive without help 

from my family.ò 

ð-000ð- 

Carmel, aged 60, 

quoted ñ We live in 

fear for our old ageò 

ð-000ð- 

A respondent aged 

57, quoted ñI eat 

less meat & eat only 

rissoles & sausages. 

Eat more pasta & 

rice. 
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Contact details: 

COTA (ACT)  Council on the Ageing 

 

Address  PO Box 5566 

  Hughes ACT 2605 

Phone 02 6282 3777 

Fax  02 6285 3422 

Web:  www.cota-act.org.au 

Executive:  contact@cota-act.org.au 
 

Result 8: 

 

34% have adjusted their diet to 

cope with rising food costs by 

buying less, buying cheaper or 

changing staples. 

 

91% notwithstanding, considered 

their diet adequate to maintain 

good health. 

 
Whatôs COTA all about? 

 
COTA (ACT) talks to Governments, the media and 
the community about issues of direct concern to all 
older people in ACT. 
 
COTA (ACT) makes special submissions to ACT 
Government on a wide range of issues including.  
affordable rental housing options, dental health for 
older people and workforce development issues. 
 
As a member of several standing committees, such as 
ACT Ministerial Advisory Council on Ageing, and  
special committees of enquiry COTA (ACT) can have 
an ongoing input into the advice going to Government 
 
COTA (ACT) provides services- some on behalf of 

ACT or Federal Government-for Canberra‟s senior  
citizens. For example: 
¶ A Seniors information line that receives on average 

1,000 enquiries a month 
¶ Housing options advice 
¶  Information sessions presented by our Peer  

educators to community & social groups 
¶ Administer the ACT Seniors Card Scheme 
¶ “Lock out” program, including car immobilizer 

grants.. 
 
COTA (ACT), as a member of an Australian wide  

organisation- COTA Over 50s- contributes to the 
development of national policies. In their Federal 
Budget Submission COTA Over 50‟s advocated 
 action such as: 
¶ Funding for public dental health services 
¶ Develop and fund a National Health Strategy for 

older people 
¶ Fund the National Aged Care Workforce Strategy to 

ensure older people receive high quality and 
 culturally appropriate services 

Shane, who‟s single, 80years old and 

 receiving a full aged pension quoted  

¶ I have not been to a movie or theatre for 

12 months. 

¶ Limit myself to one cup of coffee every 

fortnight. 

¶ Can‟t afford buying food for entertaining. 

I do not drink, smoke or gamble! 

Survey Respondent profile. 
¶ Female: 

¶ Aged 76—84 

¶ Partial Centrelink beneficiary 

¶ Home Owner facing financial difficulties 

¶ Has economized on most living expenses 

¶ Has had specialist medication treatment and 

possible hospitalization in the last 12 months. 

¶ Has difficulty continuing to volunteer or has 

already stopped. 

A respondent aged  70 quoted  

“we need allowances for volun-

teers.  There are not so many 

volunteers now, it will decrease 

as this generation dies” 

 

“What would we do without our 

wonderful volunteers”. quoted 

Freida aged 82. 

 

I am lucky to have volunteers 

help me ... 


