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Foreword
The concept o f shared housing has begun to achieve a certain popularity among the
designers o f accommodation services for older people and other groups who have
special needs. The terms vary - shared housing, group living, group housing - but the
idea is that o f a small group of unrelated people living together in a non-institutional
setting.
The Brotherhood o f St Laurence set up one version o f this model in Melbourne in
1983. Three inner-suburban houses were acquired and rented to households
comprising three or four single older people. The households were essentially
self-managed and unstaffed.
This study attempts to answer some o f the philosophical as well as the practical
questions about shared housing. The Brotherhood's project had a definite
philosophical base: the belief that shared living, on a small domestic scale, could have
certain advantages over the main alternatives available to single older people on low
incomes. A group household, it was thought, could offer a degree of companionship
and mutual support, as well as being comparatively cheap. But, as the evaluation
suggests, it is not helpful to think o f shared housing as the creation of a surrogate
family or an urban commune.
The m odel was based on a commitment to the principle o f "normalisation". This
m eant trying to avoid the tendency towards creating small-scale institutions under the
guise o f communal living. Although a part-time project officer was employed, the
project officer tried to avoid taking undue responsibility for household dynamics.
Shared housing is essentially private housing.
The present study can be read in the context o f the debate on de-institutionalisation.
Group living in community settings is often regarded as a desirable alternative to
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institutions for people with psychiatric, intellectual or physical disabilities.
Agencies concerned with these groups m ay therefore find that some o f the lessons
from the Brotherhood's project are relevant to their own planning.
One lesson is the need to consider the nature o f the housing m arket confronting the
particular target group.
The housing environment confronting elderly people is different from that facing
people with intellectual disabilities, for example. The majority o f older people are
hom e owners, whose housing costs are comparatively low. For the minority who are
private tenants or who are boarding with their adult children, access to public housing
is a realistic option. All the State Housing Authorities have substantial programs
offering single-person accommodation to age pensioners (though waiting lists are
often long). B ut other types o f single people with "special needs" (e.g. intellectual
disability) cannot gain ready access to mainstream public housing; indeed, shared
housing may be their only option.
This lack o f affordable and secure siHg/e-persoM housing poses problems for any
agency interested in promoting shared housing. Shared housing will not suit everyone;
m ost single people, given a choice, would probably prefer to live alone. Shared living,
as a longer-term arrangement, is a minority taste, although larger num bers o f people
m ay enjoy and benefit from the experience for a few months at a time. It is therefore
important to ensure, when setting up such a program, that people have as m uch choice
as possible, and do not find themselves trapped in an unsatisfactory arrangement.
If the agency is committed to the principle o f normalisation, then it will m ake sense
to devote more organisational energy to the task o f expanding people's housing
options (whether single-person housing, supported accommodation, boarding houses,
or other shared households) and less energy on the problem o f household dynamics.
That is, the agency will operate more as a housing advice and referral service tailored
to the special needs o f its target group.

7%e RfgAr Reverend Peter HoMingworf/:

Executive D irector
Brotherhood of St Laurence
February 1988
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chapteri introduction
The Shared Housing Project was designed to explore a new option in housing to r older
people. The project acquired three ordinary inner-suburban houses in Melbourne.
Each house was rented to a small group o f unrelated older people (four tenants in each
o f the first two houses, and three in the third). M ost o f the tenants were age pensioners.
Each household made its own arrangements for shopping, cleaning, and cooking. The
project did not provide a house-keeping service, although some tenants m ade use o f
the Home Help and M eals on W heels services provided by their local council. A
part-time project officer was employed, whose function was to acquire and set up the
houses but otherwise to intervene as little as possible.
In the period surveyed (September 1983 to Novem ber 1986) twenty-four people
had been housed. Nearly two-thirds were women. Ten had previously been living
independently as head o f a household (in private rental, for example) while fourteen
had been a m em ber o f another person's household (living with adult children, for
example).
The Brotherhood employed a part-time project officer to organise the acquisition
o f the houses and to select the residents. The houses were chosen according to several
criteria: size, location (inner-suburban areas with a high population o f aged people
and private tenants), suitable design, and accessibility to local services. Finding
suitable four-bedroom houses proved to be quite difficult. All the houses required a
certain amount o f renovation.
Tw o o f the houses were bought by the B rotherhood itself, using a m ixture o f donors'
funds, Commonwealth grants and internal funds. The third house was bought by the
M inistry o f Housing and leased to the Brotherhood. Later, the lease was transferred
directly to the tenants.
Various approaches were m ade to locate potential residents: advertising through
leaflets and the local press; contact with aged welfare staff in the three relevant
councils; referrals made by the Brotherhood's own accommodation officer; and (on
two o r three occasions) an advertisement in the "rooms to let" section o f a daily
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newspaper. All methods generated responses, but the m ost useful were the
accommodation and welfare staff in the councils and the Brotherhood.
The project officer took m ost of the responsibility for selecting the first round o f
tenants, while making sure that the potential tenants had an opportunity to m eet each
other first. Afterwards, the project officer worked to ensure that the existing residents
assumed greater responsibility for filling vacancies.
The domestic arrangements that evolved in each o f the three households were fairly
similar. Individuals generally did their own shopping and cooking, rather than sharing
these. (But in two houses, an arrangement developed in which one person did the
cooking or the cleaning for another person.) Traditional male/female division o f labour
has been discernible in the tasks o f cleaning, gardening, and household maintenance.
The experience o f sharing has had both good and bad features. The rent, at around
$25 per week for each individual, has been cheaper than a single person would be
likely to pay in the private rental market. The cost o f gas and electricity bills, because
they are shared, has also been reasonably low. However, these expenses have always
been a potential source of dispute, because some individuals will be more concerned
to economise than others. For example, on more than one occasion there have been
disputes over the use o f heaters in bedrooms. The sharing o f household chores has
also been a source o f conflict, because individuals have had different standards and a
varying capacity to do their share.
None of this should be unexpected. The project cannot be usefully judged against
an ideal o f complete domestic harmony. Rather, the question is whether such
disagreements and dissatisfactions have been manageable, and whether, on balance,
other aspects o f shared living have outweighed them.
Thus shared housing m ust be compared with its alternatives. The m ain alternatives
available to elderly single people are: living alone; boarding with one's family (usually
one's children and grandchildren); and living in an institutional setting such as a hostel.
For the purposes of analysis, the positive and negative features o f all these
arrangements can be derived from a list o f factors that define the "ideal" living
arrangement. Ignoring the question o f cost, the ideal arangement would maximise the
following four factors:
1 Autonomy: the sense o f being the head of one's household.
2 Closeness to one's family: being able to share one's life with immediate relatives.
3 The companionship o f one's peers.
4 Security: both the knowledge that other people are around in case o f need, and se
curity of housing tenure.
The weighting given to any of these factors will be very m uch a m atter o f individual
preference and need. Nevertheless, it is necessary for policy makers and program
designers to be aware o f the extent to which such factors may be incompatible. Table
1 represents this schematically with respect to the four alternative living
arrangements.The table can be explained as follows. A n asterisk signifies a positive
feature.
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Tabte 1

Positive and negative features of housing options for singie aged peopie
/tatonomy
Family K/e
Compam'oMs/tip of peers
gecMrify
*
Living alone
*
*
Family board
*
*
Hostel
*
*
*
Shared tenancy

Living alone maximises autonomy and independence but at the cost o f loneliness and
insecurity. Living with one's family involves a lack o f autonomy (not being the head
o f one's household) and the fear o f being regarded as a burden. Living in an
institutional setting has the advantage o f security and the companionship o f other
adults of the same age, but the disadvantage o f a lack o f autonomy. Shared housing
offers security and companionship; also, since each m em ber o f the household is
equally responsible for running it, shared housing offers m ore autonomy than a hostel,
but less than living alone.
The Brotherhood's project arose from a consideration o f these real life trade-offs.
The aim was not to find the universally perfect solution, but to create another option
whose advantages were not otherwise available, while recognising that the new option
would inevitably entail its own disadvantages. As the original proposal stated:
It has become evident that there is an increasing number o f older people who have housing
needs which are not being met by the existing accommodation options. This group consists
o f low-income older people who do not wish to live alone in a self-contained unit or in a
boarding house, nor do they wish to become part o f a large institutional setting (such as a
hostel) but who would prefer to live with a few other people in a shared housing situation
[Appendix).

Two indicators o f the relative success o f the project would be the residents' length of
stay (or conversely the rate of turnover) and die ease or difficulty o f filling vacancies.
In the period surveyed (September 1983 to October 1986) twenty-four people had
been accommodated. Four o f them stayed for less than three months. M ore than half
(thirteen people) stayed for longer than six months, and eight o f these stayed for more
than a year. By the end o f the survey period, the longest-term residents had been living
there for periods o f 2 6 ,2 7 ,2 9 , and 36 months respectively.
Although such data are always a m atter for judgm ent, it would be fair to say that
the project offered reasonably stable accommodation to a third o f the people who tried
it.
The underlying demand for shared housing is difficult to estimate. One approach
is to assume that the demand will come mainly from older people who are single and
who are private tenants or who are &onr<s?ing w ith their families. Single persons
(widowed, divorced or never married) comprise 34% o f all 65 to 69-year-olds. This
is a substantial proportion, and rises with age. However, only a minority o f single older
people are living in private rental or boarding with their family.
About 8% o f 65 to 74-year-olds are private tenants. Their relatively high housing
costs and insecure tenure would m ake them more interested in shared housing than
owner-occupiers or public tenants. The Brotherhood's project drew ten of its residents
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(42%) from this group.
Also, about 4% of 65 to 74 year-olds (nearly ah o f them single people) are boarding
with their families. A third o f the residents in the Brotherhood's project came from
this group.
The largest proportion o f single, aged persons are owner-occupiers, typically as
widows in detached houses, but also as owners o f one-person flats or units. (Thus 34%
of all women aged 65 - 69, and 75% o f older yntg/e women, are widows.) Problems
o f isolation and insecurity among single owner-occupiers m ight predispose some of
them towards sharing. In America a num ber o f home-sharing schemes cater to this
group, by matching owner-occupiers with people looking for a room to let. The
Brotherhood's project was different. It is worth noting, however, that there m ay be
considerable scope for schemes concentrating on the single owner-occupier - although
the appropriate models are likely to be rather different from the Brotherhood's model
o f shared tenancy.

chapter Shared Housing in
Context
The living arrangements o f single aged people fall into three m ain categories: living
alone; living with one's relatives; and living in an institutional setting. The
Brotherhood's project was designed to add a fourth option: shared housing with a
m inimum o f control by the organising agency.

The proposa!
In August 1982 the Brotherhood's Projects Officer, Jean Elder, produced a Proposal
./or a CraMp
Pragra/M yar OM er Peaple (see Appendix). The following
extracts will serve to explain the concept:
The Brotherhood o f St Laurence has for many years provided a range o f accommodation
facilities for oider people. These currently include a rooming house with resident
supervisor, supervised self-contained flats, self-contained flats and flatlets (but no resident
supervisor), cottages on the two major settlements [Lara and Carrum Downs) and several
hostels.
These facilities have met the housing needs o f a variety o f older people, particularly those
who have limited assets. However, in recent years it has become evident that there is an
increasing number o f older people who have housing needs which are not being met by the
existing accommodation options. This group consists o f low-income older people who do
not wish to live alone in a self-contained unit or in a boarding-house, nor do they wish to
become part o f a large institutional setting (such as a hostel), but who would prefer to live
with a few other people in a shared housing situation. In some instances, these older people
have lived in a family situation but, for some reason or another, they are unable to continue
this arrangement. Many would also prefer to live in the neighbourhood they know and
within which their friendships and support networks are established ...
Small groups o f unrelated people residing together in ordinary suburban housing is not new
in Australia. Many young people have chosen this life-style as their preferred housing
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option. It has also been adopted by those in the mental health field ... Similarly, small group
housing for severely physically disabled people has become more widespread ...
However, as a housing option for older people, it is a relatively new phenomenon. There
are few documented examples ... The City o f Waverley, a municipality o f Sydney, has
operated a number o f group homes for nearly four years. In their experience, 'The success
o f the program is evidenced by the number o f aged people, both male and female, that have
requested accommodation and are currently waiting for a vacancy to occu r...'

Five principles distinguish the Brotherhood's model from m ost other approaches to
group living for older people:
1. <Sey-?HHfMtgg?nenf The residents control m ost aspects o f the household's
management. There is no live-in staff and no outside m anagement committee. (The
Brotherhood manages the project, but aims at being no more "interventionist" than a
normal ow ner o f rented accommodation. How this principle works in practice will be
examined further below.)
2. Security o f tenure "Security of tenure is seen as a basic right and should exist in
any house set up under the auspices o f the Brotherhood."
3. M?r/7Miity "The group houses must not be identified in any way as Brotherhood
houses, but remain unlabelled, ordinary suburban homes."
4. NeigA&oMr/MMMf "It is important that, as far as practical, residents o f each group
house come from, or have some association with, the locality in which the house is
based."
5. .Afforda&iiity "The total charges for the accommodation shah not exceed 25% of
income." (From the revised proposal)

Trends in government poiicy
A housing policy for the aged is surprisingly difficult to conceptualise. The difficulty
arises because o f the close connections between questions of housing, welfare, and
health. M uch o f A ustralia's public policy on aged care has been influenced by the
implicit assumption that there is a single "continuum o f care" leading from home to a
hostel and finally to a nursing home.
In fact, we know that only 10% o f older people are to be found in any form of
residential care. This is not due solely to the chronic shortage o f residential care, but
is rather a reflection of consumer preference. The disadvantages o f residential care
outweigh the advantages except in fairly extreme circumstances. Physical frailty,
chronic ill health, the fear o f taking a bad turn while living alone, and the absence o f
reliable assistance with personal care or housework - these are the common reasons
why older people are likely to apply for admission to a hostel. An applicant for one
o f the Brotherhood's hostels described her situation as follows:
I keep burning things; they boil over and I can't see if the gas is on or not. I tried Meals on
Wheels, but the food was awful. I'm getting a bit nervous, not o f accidents or intruders, but
more just because I'm getting older and things might happen, like the gas staying on or
something burning (Montague 1982, p.56).

This was a person living alone whose growing frailty had led to a sense o f insecurity.
Domiciliary services were inadequate to cope with her situation. Nevertheless, like
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m ost o f the people interviewed in M ontague's study, the decision to m ove into
residential care was taken with a great deal o f regret and misgiving; it was the least
bad o f the alternatives.
Government policy on aged care has recognised for some time that an expansion
o f domiciliary services would enable more people to remain in their own homes.
Governm ent thinking has been driven largely by a concern with the high cost of
residential care, particularly nursing homes, which now cost the Commonwealth
nearly $1 billion a year. The solution proposed by the 1986 review o f nursing homes
and hostels (Australian Departm ent o f Community Services 1986) is to attempt to
freeze expenditure on nursing homes, expand the num ber o f hostels (which currently
cost only around $60 m illion a year), expand the range of domiciliary services through
the Home and Community Care Program, and improve the system o f assessment to
ensure that people are not inappropriately admitted to the m ore expensive residential
services.
The new policy rests on "four basic philosophical points", two o f which state:
* Aged and disabled people should as far as possible be supported in their own
homes, in their own communities.
* Aged and disabled people should be supported by residential services only where
other support systems are not appropriate to m eet their needs [Australian
Department o f Community Services 1986, p.3).
To make this strategy work, however, it will be necessary to give m ore attention to
two factors: an expansion o f the range and effectiveness o f domiciliary services, and
an expansion o f the housing options o f older people, particularly single people.
The special characteristic o f residential care is that it combines housing, welfare
and health services. It is this guarantee o f "total care" which is the chief attraction to
the elderly person living alone or being supported at great personal cost by (nearly
always) an adult daughter.
However, the comprehensive nature o f residential care is also the characteristic that
defines it as an institution. A large literature has been written on the disadvantages o f
institutional life: the lack o f privacy and autonomy, the tendency for "house rules" to
predom inate over individuality, and the tendency for residents to become permanently
dependent and lose any chance o f rehabilitation. (Acknowledging this, one o f the
philosophical principles in the nursing homes and hostels' review states that "services
should be based on a recognition that for many people discharge to a less supported
residential service or to a community-based support service will be a possible and
desirable outcome".)

/Von-/r?s&'ft/f/bn.3/ a/fema?/Ves
Attempts to "de-institutionalise" aged care fall into two broad categories: those aimed
at keeping people out, and those aimed at improving the quality o f life inside a
residential service.
Examples o f the first approach include improving the effectiveness o f domiciliary
health and welfare services, and tackling the housing needs o f elderly people. Both
courses o f action are designed to reduce the pressures that would otherwise force the
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person to enter residential care. Neither is a substitute for the other: domiciliary
services will only be effective if the person's housing situation is reasonably
satisfactory. Conversely, an improvement in the quality and affordability o f a person's
housing will not be effective if the person is incapable o f living independently and
lacks appropriate support.
The second approach is an attempt to counteract the less desirable features of
institutional life. These features were described in an influential study by Erving
Goffman (1961, p.17), who stressed the close similarities between such diverse
institutions as boarding schools, m ental hospitals, army barracks, prisons and
monasteries:
Firstly, all aspects o f life are conducted in the same place and under the same single
authority. Second, each phase o f the members' daily activity is carried on in the immediate
company o f a large batch o f others, all o f whom are treated alike and required to do the
same things together. Third, all phases of the day's activities are tightly scheduled, with
one activity leading at a pre-arranged time into the next, the whole sequence o f activities
being imposed from above by a system o f explicit, formal rulings and a body o f officials.
Finally, the various enforced activities are brought together into a single rational plan,
purportedly designed to fulfill the official aims o f the institution.

Sma!! groups in an institutiona! setting
PeterTow nsend's classic study, 77tg LasfRgjfMge (1962), strongly criticised the British
old people's home for its institutional character. Such criticisms resulted in various
British attempts to modify the physical design and organisational structure o f these
establishments. In all cases the aim was to make the environment more like home and
less like a Home. One way was to reduce the apparent size o f the establishment, by
dividing its residents into a num ber o f smaller groups:
For example, a home for the aged with 40 residents may be organized and designed around
five groups o f eight. Small groups may foster easier communication, encourage
individualized treatment, motivate residents to do more for themselves, and allow both staff
and residents to interact in a more meaningful way. At best, a surrogate family group may
develop (Peace 1984, p.79).

A recent review o f this approah is to be found in Booth & Phillips (1987). This model
is more relevant to the re-organisation of existing forms o f institutional
accommodation than to the establishment o f new housing options for people still
capable of independent living.

Sma!! sca!e residentia! care
Two models, one British and the other American, have tackled the problem by limiting
the size o f the establishment, encouraging a communal atmosphere, and putting the
emphasis on housekeeping rather than welfare or health care.

77?e v4bbey%e/d Mode/
The Abbeyfield Society in Britain (and now in Australia) is possibly best known for
pioneering group living with residential staff. Formed in 1956 by M ajor Richard
Carr-Gomm, the Society's motto is "ordinary houses on ordinary streets". Britain now
has over 760 houses accommodating 6000 older people. Each household comprises
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six to eight residents plus a housekeeper (usually in a self-contained Hat). The
housekeeper does the shopping, cooks, and serves two m ain meals a day in the
communal dining room. The residents look after their own rooms, which may have a
wash basin and a small gas ting.
M anagem ent o f Abbeyfield houses is vested in local committees o f volunteers.
T heir functions include fund-raising for the house, selecting residents, and employing
the housekeeper. Each local society is supposed to be self-supporting, relying on
governm ent grants, legacies and residents' fees. The largest item in recurrent
expenditure is the housekeeper's salary, so the m odel tends to become less viable if
there are few er than eight residents. Nursing care is not provided, so the residents are
expected to be reasonably healthy.

S/7are-/t-MM77e
The Share-A-Home o f America Association Incorporated was formed in 1972. By
1980, there were ten "families" throughout central Florida, each "family" consisting
o f a group o f older people who had banded together to share a household, dividing up
all the expenses o f running it. Each is an independent housekeeping unit. A live-in
m anagem ent staff answerable to the "family" members keeps house, prepares meals,
and provides transportation.
Share-A-Home provides housing for older people who, for various reasons, can no
longer m aintain a m ore independent lifestyle. In addition to shelter, the following
services are provided for all residents (Streib 1980, p.13):
a Food shopping, preparation, service and clean-up in a comm on dining room. All
three meals o f the day are taken communally.
<b All housekeeping. B ut residents often volunteer to m ake their own beds, dust and
straighten their own rooms.
C All interior and exterior maintenance and repairs,
d All laundry, including personal items and linen which are provided,
e Transportation to doctors, hairdressers, shopping centers etc. Each home has its
own automobile, although some residents own and drive their own cars,
f

Twenty-four hour staff presence. At least one staff m em ber resides full-time on the
premises.

Both Abbeyfield and Share-A-Home, despite their attractive features, have m any of
the characteristics o f institutional care. This is for two m ain reasons. Firstly, the
num ber o f residents, although far more manageable than a 40-bed hostel, is still larger
than the norm al domestic arrangement. To move into a household o f eight
non-relatives is quite a different experience from living alone, or as a couple, or in a
family. Secondly, the fact that the establishment provides live-in staff, communal
meals, and basic housekeeping is incompatible with the normal experience o f
independent living. The test here is whether the resident can reasonably be regarded
as head o f the household. The only circumstance in which a person can be regarded
as living independently while receiving all these services is when the person is in the
position of a private employer o f domestic staff (servants, as they used to be more
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honestly called).
One study of Abbeyfield houses in Britain suggested that this was not the case. The
live-in housekeeper, being employed by the local Society, was not seen by the residents
as their employee. W hen the residents were asked how they dealt with problems
amongst themselves, m ost answered that they referred the m atter to the housekeeperor
to the m anagement committee (Peace 1984, p. 53). Thus the housekeeper was seen as
the head of the household, rather than its servant.

Shared households with non-residentia! support staff
Goveff House, l/7cfor/a
This is owned and operated by the Uniting Church, is an example of this model. In
Govett House, private bed-sitting rooms are provided for five active, older people.
Bathroom and kitchen facilities are shared, and there is a communal living room and
dining area. Although bedrooms have no provision for tea-making, members are
encouraged to use the facilities provided in the kitchen and dining area at any time.
Food for all meals is provided, although residents are expected to prepare their own
breakfast and evening meal. The m ain meal o f the day is delivered to the house from
M onday to Friday, and a staff member arrives each Saturday for two hours to prepare
and cook the midday meal and do the general cleaning. Linen and towels are provided
and sent out for laundering.

Group /-/ome Program /n M^s/i/ngfon
In 1974, the Jewish Council for the Aging in W ashington D.C. initiated the Group
Home Program, which consisted of a num ber of shared rental apartments for older
people. The apartments are all located in age-integrated high-rise rental buildings.
Residents have separate bedrooms, sharing the living room, dining room, and kitchen.
Every group has a homemaker who works 20 hours a week. The hom em aker does
all the food shopping for the apartment and cooks the main meal o f the day, the
residents being responsible for preparing their own breakfast and lunch. The
hom em aker also helps each person change the bed linen and wash their laundry. A
social worker supervises the shared apartments, screens applicants and keeps in touch
with residents' families, as well as assisting with the personal problems of residents.
The m ain difference between this model and the Brotherhood's project is in the
level o f support offered. The Brotherhood provides no homemaker services, although
each resident is entitled to apply for Home Help or Meals on Wheels from their local
council in the normal way. The Brotherhood is also committed to a
"non-interventionist" model, in the belief that residents should retain as high a level
o f independence as possible.

Shared household with minima! intervention
This is the model for the Brotherhood's project. A similar model was developed by
W averley Council in Sydney. The Council's philosophy was described as follows
(Elton 1980):
By establishing a supportive living environment, elderly people can avoid the boarding
house predicament, where tenants tend to remain in their own rooms with little or no
communication with others. The 'home-like' atmosphere in itself helps eliminate
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alienation, and aids the development o f a sense o f belonging and personal security...
The roie o f the Council's welfare staff in working with the group homes is to maintain
independence, deal with any conflicts within the group, assess how well individuals are
coping, and to maintain the 'home-like' environment.

The Brotherhood's philosophy is similar, except that there is less emphasis on the role
o f welfare staff in resolving household conflicts.

Home owner plus private boarder
This m odel has become popular in the United States, where more than one hundred
agencies have sprung up since 1977. These agencies include: Home Sharing for
Seniors in Seattle, Washington; Project M atch in San Jose, California; and Project
SHARE in Hempstead, New York.
Som e o f the organisations specialise in setting up "inter-generational" households
whereby the home owner takes in a younger person as a boarder. Other agencies
concentrate on home sharing between people o f roughly the same age. The agencies
do not control the housing, but merely act as "match-makers".
According to Streib, Folts & Hilker (1984) the re-emergence o f this pattern of
housing results from the economic squeeze on older home owners whose housing is
more than adequate but whose income is low. M any older people also feel more secure
if they have another person living in the house.
The rationale for this m odel is described by Project SHARE in New York:
A widow wanted to keep her rambling house, which, though uneconomical to maintain,
was full o f memories. Meanwhile, a retired teacher was eager to move from her apartment
in a building where rents were sky-rocketting. Both women's loneliness and financial stress
were relieved when the teacher met the widow and became the widow's tenant (Peace 1984,
p.7).

The m ain difference between this m odel o f shared living and the Brotherhood's project
is in the relations o f authority between the household's members. A hom eowner who
takes in a private boarder is not likely to share decision-making with the boarder in
the same way that two tenants would share power and responsibility. In fact, the
Am erican experience is that many elderly owners want a boarder who will undertake
housekeeping tasks, and the rent is negotiated on this basis. Hence, although there is
probably an untapped m arket in Australia for owner-occupied home sharing, the
concept raises its own problems and would require a different model from the one
developed by the Brotherhood.

Summary
The "group living" models described above were arranged to form a sequence, from
the m ost institutional to the least institutional. Two aspects o f the institution were
drawn upon for this purpose: the fact that the consumers o f the service all live on the
one site, and the fact that the service provides a comprehensive package (housing,
housekeeping, and active supervision o f health and welfare). From the consum er's
point o f view, the advantage o f a residential service is the security o f receiving "total
care", and the disadvantage is that living in a residential service entails a loss of
independence (or life within the family circle).
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A n important question underlying the present study is whether shared housing
without built-in support (housekeeping etc.) should be regarded as a competitor vis a'
vis the other models. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to answer this question,
although it m ay be the subject o f a later study. One approach would be to compare the
"dependence levels" of residents in the project against a sample o f residents in hostels
and other more supportive services. If it were found that the two populations did not
vary significantly on any objective measure o f capacity for self-care, then it could be
concluded that the two sorts o f service were in direct competition. In that case it would
be o f interest to compare other aspects o f the models - perceptions o f autonomy, for
example.
The other point to consider is the flexibility o f the model. The Brotherhood's project
has been able to cater to people with varying levels o f dependence. (This in itself
complicates any comparison with the residents o f a hostel who have been formally
assessed as needing more comprehensive care.) This flexibility has two advantages:
it minimises the "institutionalising" tendencies o f residential care (the tendency of
people to become dependent on a higher level o f care simply because it is routinely
provided) and it therefore minimises the total cost to government (assuming that
government is ultimately the funder for aged care to low-income people, whether
through housing, welfare or health budgets). The shared housing m odel does not
provide apackage o f "total care". The residents, as individuals, make their own choices
about the type and degree of support they want (a choice limited, o f course, by the
range o f existing services). Thus the model can accommodate people who are quite
self-sufficient, or who rely on Meals on Wheels or Home Help, or whose family helps
out by doing the shopping, or who negotiate with another resident for help with
cooking or housekeeping.

chapters Estabiishing the
Project
This chapter deals with two matters: the decision to purchase the houses rather than
rent them from the private sector, and the procedures involved in choosing and buying
the properties.

Private renta! as an option tor the project
It had always been assumed that the residents would have the status o f tenants (rather
than, for example, co-owners, boarders, or "bare licensees"). Since security o f tenure
was regarded as important, it was hoped to organise the m anagement such that the
residents had at least as much security as tenants governed by V ictoria's Residential
Tenancies Act. Under the Act, rents can be raised only at 6-month intervals, but in
some circumstances a Notice to Quit can be given on 60 days' notice in the absence
o f any fault on the tenant's part (for example, if the owner wishes to sell the property
or install his/her own family in it).
As a demonstration project, it was thought there m ight be advantages in setting up
three houses with different tenure arrangements. One would be bought by the
Brotherhood; one would be leased from the M inistry o f Housing; and one would be
rented from a private landlord. In the event, this third option was dropped.
There were thought to be three advantages in using privately rented
accommodation.

Lower esfa&//s/7menf cosfs
Instead o f outlaying $80 000 to $100 000 to buy a house, it would be possible to rent
for an initial $5000 or so.

i/ar/efy
W ith 20% o f all residential stock to choose from, it should be possible to find suitable
premises fairly quickly, especially in the inner ring o f suburbs which are well served
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by transport and shops.

/?ep//cab//%y
If the project could be shown to operate successfully in the private rental sector, it
m ight prove easier for other groups to follow suit, given the first two reasons above.
Against this, three disadvantages were foreseen, the cost o f rent, lack o f security,
and limited control.

77ie cos? of roof
One of the m ain aims of the project was to reduce the housing costs o f older people.
Rent levels for a 3-bedroom house in inner-M elboume were around $200-300 a week
in July 1986.
Tabie 2

Median weekiy rent of advertised properties by iocai government area, 19711984
WEEKLY RENT
7988
7P8
7P77
7P76
7P73
7P37
7982
L.GA
$85
$70
$80
$38
$36
$70
Richmond
$18
$50
$65
$75
$70
$36
$43
Brunswick
$23
$70
$38
$55
$69
$20
$37
$69
Essendon
$70
$75
$80
$85(
$40
$42
$23
TOTAL
(Melbourne)
Source.' Swinburne Centre for Urban Studies Rentat Survey of "Age" Classifieds, 1st week of June (relevant
years).

As can be seen from Tables 2 and 3, rent levels have remained consistently higher
than the weekly rate o f pension. For older single people renting on the private market
this has m eant either seeking cheaper accommodation of a lower standard, renting a
room rather than a whole house, or relying on a sympathetic landlord not to raise the
rent to a m arket level.
Weekiy rate of Age Pension pius Suppiementary Assistance as
1971-1984
WEEKLY RENT
7P7<5
7978
7982
7983
7977
7987
fatn'oft
76.10
62.52
68.86
40.74
50.76
Single rate
16.00
41.55
52.11
57.48
63.89
14.25
33.33
M arried rate
Tab!e 3

at 30 June

7984
82.92
69.31

Source.' Annual Statistics of Pensions and Family Allowances, Department of Social Security (relevant years).

Individual costs for three persons in a 3-bedroom house rented privately (with an
average rent o f $125 per week) would therefore be around 38% o f incom e unless
subsidised. Although the Brotherhood was prepared to subsidise rents down to 20%
of income, it recognised that the annual cost would be significant, and would be a
direct subsidy to the private landlord. The effect o f a subsidy m ight also be to raise
the rent, especially if the landlord was aware that the tenants themselves were not
paying.

Lack of seccr/fy
Under the Residential Tenancies Act, tenants normally have no more than six m onths'
security o f tenure. The project wanted to establish group living as a perm anent (or at
least an open-ended) form of accommodation. A possible solution was to lease a house
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with an option to purchase, but enquiries by the project officer to estate agents drew
a blank.

L/m/fecf confro/
T he three houses so far acquired for the project have needed some alterations and
renovations. In a privately rented house, this would normally be the landlord's
responsibility. The Brotherhood m ight have had difficulty negotiating such
arrangements with the landlord, and so m ight the tenants at a later date.
F or these reasons, particularly the lack o f security o f tenure, the option o f renting
privately was not pursued.

Location
The project design mentioned four criteria for choosing the municipalities in which
houses would be set up:
* evidence o f housing needs o f older people in the locality;
* the degree o f interest in, and support for, the project from the municipal
welfare/domiciliary services;
* the range o f alternative accommodation that m ay exist; and
* whether the m unicipality contains suitably located, large houses.
In choosing municipalities, the project officer's first step was to examine 1981 Census
data for indications o f suburbs which had a concentration o f older people in private
rental. The Census actually showed only the concentrations o f older people and the
concentrations o f private tenants; inferences had therefore to be m ade about the
num ber o f aged tenants.
A limiting factor was proxim ity to the Brotherhood's headquarters in Fitzroy. To
set up houses in distant suburbs or country regions would have required too much
travel by the project officer.
The list o f suitable suburbs thus included Fitzroy, B runswick, Essendon, Northcote,
Richmond, Prahran, St. Kilda and Port Melbourne. These happen to lie within a
6-kilometre ring centred on the GPO, and are all older suburbs well serviced by public
transport and shops.
All these suburbs have above-average concentrations o f older people, and o f private
tenants. In Essendon, however, it m ay have been the case that not very m any older
people were private tenants, contrary to the inferences drawn from Census data, and
contrary to the impressions held by Essendon's social worker. This would perhaps
explain why few enquiries were received from older tenants within that municipality.

Se!ection of three houses
E ssen d o n
M oonee Ponds, within the municipality o f Essendon, was the first suburb in which the
project officer located a suitable house. Real estate advertisements showed that
M oonee Ponds had a good range o f suitably large houses. The project officer spoke
to several estate agents and personally inspected m ore than a dozen houses. Quite a
few o f these were suitable in terms o f layout, but not in terms o f closeness to shops
and public transport. The house finally chosen was located in M aribym ong Road, a
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rather busy street, but within close walking distance to a small shopping centre, trams,
buses, and the train line.
The house was bought at auction for $85 000 in M ay 1983. An estate agent might
describe it as a solid brick, double-fronted Edwardian residence, with original features
throughout, comprising entrance hall, four reasonably-sized bedrooms, kitchen,
lounge and sun room.
Renovations had.to be made to adapt the house to its new function. The kitchen
and bathroom were entirely re-fitted, a space heater installed and some painting done.
The cost was around $16 000.
The official opening was held on 25 October 1983, about six months after the
project officer began his enquiries. The first group o f tenants moved in on 20
September 1983.

Brunsw/c/f
An initial approach had been made to welfare workers in Brunswick in M arch 1983,
at a tim e when the project was actively considering the option of renting a house from
the private sector. The project officer organised two meetings with Brunswick
Council's Community Services Co-ordinator and M unicipal W elfare Officer, and
representatives o f the Brunswickb-Coburg Accommodation Service, the Community
Health Centre and the Ministry o f Housing. The meetings expressed reservations about
the idea o f renting privately, and the Brotherhood eventually decided not to proceed
(see p.13 "Private rental as an option").
In February 1983, the Brotherhood had written to the M inistry o f Housing
suggesting that the Ministry participate in the project by purchasing a house for it. The
M inistry agreed, and during August the M inistry's Spot Purchase team and the B S L 's
project officer began looking for suitable premises. In Novem ber 1983 the project
officer located a house in Barkly Street, Brunswick, and the Ministry agreed to buy it
in early December. Further details about the project's relations with the M inistiy will
be found in Chapter 10.
The Brunswick house is somewhat smaller than the one in Essendon. It is a late
Victorian double-fronted weatherboard, and has four bedrooms, lounge and separate
dining room. The house is not far from Sydney Road and nearly opposite the new
Barkly Square shopping centre. The M inistry carried out extensive renovations to the
kitchen and bathroom, enlarging and re-fitting them at an approximate cost of $20
000. The work was finished in July 1984, just as the first three tenants were m oving
in.

R/c/imond
In October 1984, the project officer began looking for a house inRichm ond. This time,
it had been decided to set up a household o f three rather than four people. After a
comparatively short search, he located an Edwardian 3-bedroom brick house in
Highett Street, and the Brotherhood made an offer o f $93 000 before auction. The bid
was accepted.

chapter The Se!ection of
Residents
Se!ect!on criteria
The Sve m ain criteria for selecting residents were age, low income, a capacity for
independent living, an interest in shared living, and prior links with the locality.
Generally, residents were to be over 60 years old. Unlike some schemes in America,
the project was not to be an experiment in inter-generational living. (However, there
m ight be a generational difference if a household contained a 60-year-old and an
80-year-old.)

/ncome
Residents were to m eet the Brotherhood's usual income test for aged accommodation.
Normally, this m eant being in receipt o f the Age Pension or its equivalent, and having
assets insufficient to allow the purchase of an alternative service. Thus hom e owners
were ineligible.

Capac/Y/ /br/nc/epeacfenf //wap
Residents had to be in a sufficient state of physical and mental health to cope with the
sort o f environment the project was offering. The project was not offering any live-in
staff for housekeeping or personal care, and it was not to be expected that residents
should assume responsibility for looking after each other. However, the project made
two sorts o f concessions towards the frailties o f old age: the physical design and
location of the houses, and the residents' access to domiciliary services.
The idea was to minimise the constraints posed by the physical environment. Thus
the houses were located in relatively close proximity to shops and public transport,
and on level ground. Only one-storey houses were contemplated, and the bathrooms
were fitted with such features as grab-bars and shower seats.
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The municipalities o f Essendon, Brunswick, and Richmond have the usual
domiciliary services of Home Help, Meals on W heels and the home nursing provided
by the Royal District Nursing Service. It was envisaged that residents would be able
to use these services (as happened in practice).

/tn /nferesf /n sharing
In some ways the m ost critical factor, this was also the least tangible. In the first place,
it had to be recognised that most (and perhaps all) applicants would be under some
pressure to find themselves accommodation. Precisely because o f their limited
income, eligible people would be faced with very few suitable options. W ithout the
luxury o f choice, it was likely that many of them would be tempted to accept the
Brotherhood' s offer, realizing its benefits and hoping that the arrangement would work
out.
The benefits were clear enough: m uch low er costs than private rental, a much
shorter wait than normal with public housing, and perhaps a tacit understanding that
the Brotherhood would come to the rescue if things went badly. The Brotherhood is
widely known as a provider o f accommodation for the aged.
The second difficulty foreseen was that the idea o f shared living m ight be relatively
unknown. This proved to be the case. Only one o f those interviewed had previously
considered it, and no one who applied was actually searching for a shared household.
Among younger generations, shared tenancy has become quite a widespread
phenomenon. Older generations, however, are less likely to have lived in shared
arrangements in their youth; the common experience was to go straight from one's
parents' home to marriage, or to live alone or with brothers and sisters.
The project also foresaw differences between the group-living experience of young
people and that o f elderly people. The differences m ight turn out to be more important
than the similarities. These questions will be pursued more fully in Chapter 11, but
two points should be noted. Firstly, the members o f a household o f young people will
typically have more outside activities, such as work or study, which will
counter-balance the frictions o f domestic life. The Brotherhood's research on a
household of young unemployed people (the Northcote Accommodation Project)
tended to underline this point - problems were magnified when everybody was home
all day (McDermott 1984).
Secondly, young people are less likely to become trapped in an unsatisfactory
household. They have more options, including the option (for some) o f temporarily
m oving back to their parents. Student housing officers, notice boards, newspaper
columns and word-of-mouth create a sizeable market for shared living, however
constrained it is by high rents and low incomes.
It could be expected that older people's enthusiasm for sharing might be tempered
by this quite reasonable fear o f being trapped in an unsatisfactory arrangement. The
project officer tried to minimise this possibility by ensuring that applicants remained
on the waiting list for M OH accommodation, and by offering to help residents find
alternative accommodation if they needed it later. The fact remains, however, that the
housing choices o f low-income older people are extremely constrained, and this will
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affect both applicants and later residents in their decisions. In the project officer's
judgm ent, an interest in sharing was rarely the prim ary m otivation among applicants.

L/n/ts w///? f/ie /oca/ area
Although the Brotherhood is in some ways a state-level organisation, it has been
putting m ore emphasis in the last few years on the idea o f localism. The Northcote
Accommodation Project was an example o f a housing service that was intended to be
run by a local m anagement committee to cater for a local population, though originally
conceived and funded by the Brotheihood. The Shared Housing Project has
deliberately postponed the question o f local management, but not the question o f local
service delivery.
Preference has therefore been given to applicants with historical ties to the suburb
where each house is located. In some cases this has m eant that the resident's
accustomed life has been only minimally disrupted by the change o f address; in other
cases residents have had the satisfaction o f returning to the suburb they grew up in or
moved to on marriage. Here are some examples (pseudonyms have been used
throughout):
M rs W est now lives in the shared house in Brunswick. H er father used to run a
dairy in the same street, and her husband worked there for a few years. Then they
shifted to Pascoe Vale South. After her children grew up and her husband died, Mrs
W est moved to Coburg (the suburb north o f Brunswick). W hen she applied to join the
Shared Housing Project, she was offered the choice o f Essendon or Brunswick. "I
really wanted to come to Brunswick. It was m ore or less like coming back home."
M r Black has always lived in Brunswick. Before coming to the house in Barkly
Street, he had lived for eleven years in a flat in W est Brunswick. The flat was part of
a house built in 1848 and is classified by the National Trust; M r Black recalls that in
his father's tim e it was a mansion with extensive grounds. M r Black knows Brunswick
well, and after m oving into the shared house he continued his form er routines, such
as dining at the Senior Citizens' Centre.
M r Marks had been living with another m an for twenty years. W hen his friend died,
the house was sold and he moved to the shared house in Richmond, which was just
around the comer. M r M arks was worried that he m ay have had to leave Richmond
to find suitable accommodation. W hen asked if he liked living in the shared house, he
replied, "Too right! I'd hate to move out o f Richmond".
M r French lived alone in a rented flat for eleven years. Due to illness he was forced
to leave the flat and for three months lived in a hostel away from his local suburb o f
Brunswick. However, he was not happy w ith this accommodation. "It was like a
prison." He answered an ad. in the paper for a place in the shared house in Brunswick.
"I nearly died when I saw M r Black here." (M r French knew him well from the local
Senior Citizens' Centre.)

The process of finding and seiecting residents
B y Decem ber 1985, about sixty-eight referrals had been m ade to the project officer.
They have been categorised in Table 4. It can be seen that the Brotherhood itself has
been a significant source of referrals. The Brotherhood is widely know n to be a
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provider o f accom m odation for lo w -in co m e older people, and the adm issions officer
Tabte 4 Referrats received for the Shared Housing Project
Source of
_______________________________________
Council staff, or staff of reiated iocai services
Seif referrals
in response to letters to MOH applicants
6
in response to poster or newspaper advertisements
4
Subtotal
Brotherhood of St Laurence admissions officer
self referral
enquiry by relative or friend
referral by a health/weifare worker

10
7
4
2

Subtotal
O ther health/weifare workers
from the relevant regionl
from elsewhere

Ntwtber
16

13
3
9

Sub-total

22
7

Total

68

No data

handles at least twenty enquiries a week. The majority o f these are enquiries for
nursing homes; the rest are for more independent forms o f accommodation such as
the settlement cottages at Carrum Downs and Lara, self-contained flats, hostels and
the rooming house in Fitzroy. In all, about 680 beds are provided.
The Brotherhood's admissions officers have been closely involved in the
m anagement o f the Shared Housing Project since its inception, and have therefore
been aware o f the eligibility criteria. This enabled them to refer to the project officer
any cases that seemed suitable; it was then up to the project officer to enquire further.
Self referrals have been generated by four methods. The project officer designed a
poster explaining the concept; it was distributed in likely places in Essendon,
Brunswick, and Richmond, including the public libraries.
The project officer arranged for local newspapers to write articles in the weeks
before each house was established. Although no immediate enquiries were prompted,
one o f the residents in the Brunswick house had read the story and remembered it
w hen discussing housing options with the Council's welfare officer.
W hen a vacancy occurred in the Essendon house in February 1984, the three
residents agreed to advertise in the Age newspaper. Out o f the enquiries received a
fourth resident was chosen. (This is now a common practice in filling vacancies.)
The fourth and perhaps most successful method was writing directly to people who
were on the waiting list for accommodation with the M inistry of Housing. Applicants
for Elderly Persons' Units are normally sponsored by local government, but there is
usually a 2 to 3 year waiting list. W ith the co-operation o f council welfare staff, the
project officer sent thirty-five letters to applicants inEssendon and received six replies.
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One o f these applicants became a resident in the Essendon house. As can be seen from
Table 4, six residents were located as a direct result o f this method.

Interviewing the applicants
The selection process has been complicated by the need to involve three different
parties: the B rotheihood's project officer; Council staff; and the applicants and
residents themselves.
Involvem ent of council staff was implicit in the project design, given its intention
o f devolving the project, if successful, onto local authorities. The involvement of
applicants and residents was also im plicit in the project's comm itm ent to resident
autonomy and "normalisation". (Normalisation, a term coined by Bengt N iije and
popularised by W olf W olfensberger (1972), is the principle o f setting up services that
reproduce the kind o f life characteristic o f normal social reality, in contrast with the
abnormal patterns o f institutional life.)

/nfe/v/eMwxy TorEssenc/o/7
As soon as the Brotherhood purchased the house in M oonee Ponds, the project officer
began serious discussions with Essendon Council's social worker about selecting
residents. It was agreed that both the social worker and the project officer would begin
looking for interested people, and would m ake mutual referrals. A Erst interview
would be carried out by either the social worker or the project officer; if the Erst
interview was positive, the other person would undertake a second interview with the
applicant.
A s a result o f these procedures, a m eeting was held on 19 Septem ber 1983 to decide
which o f six applicants would be offered a place in the house. The selection panel
com posed the project ofEcer, Essendon's social worker and the Brotherhood's
admissions ofEcer. The meeting chose two people, but one o f these subsequently
withdrew. The m eeting was also useful in helping clarify the grounds for m aking these
sorts o f decisions.
The second resident at Essendon was interviewed separately by the project ofEcer
and the social worker, but the third resident was not interviewed by the social worker
until after m oving in. This was because o f tim e constraints, which subsequently began
to diminish the social w orker's direct involvement in the project.
The fourth resident was selected largely by the two remaining people. (One person
had meanwhile m oved out.) The project ofEcer had raised the possibility of advertising
a vacancy directly through the press, and the two residents had agreed quite
enthusiastically. The advertisement went into Saturday's Age and gave the phone
num ber o f the house as well as that o f the Brotherhood. M ost enquirers rang the house
directly and the residents arranged for one woman to visit them. The interview was
m utually satisfactory, and it was not until afterwards that she was form ally interviewed
by the project ofEcer, who concurred with the residents' decision.

/n/erv/ew/ogf /or Brtvnsw/ck
Local government has been more consistently involved in the selection o f residents
for the Brunswick house than in Essendon. All three o f the onginal residents were
referred by Brunsw ick's welfare ofEcer, and interviewed by her as well as by the
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project officer. Because there were unexpected delays in renovating and opening the
house, the three applicants were able to m eet each other on more than one occasion
before moving in on 28 July 1984.

/nferv/ew/ngf for R/'cfimond
The Richmond house had been purchased and renovated before Richmond Council
became involved. The first three residents were referred to the project by local
services, including a local M inistry o f Housing officer. The project officer interviewed
all the original applicants.

Problems with the seiection procedure
The principle of involving the residents and applicants in the selection procedure has
confronted two problem s. Firstly, there is the art o f interviewing itself. Secondly, there
is the question o f who should control entry to a household.
In the experience of both project officers, the residents o f the three houses have
needed a considerable amount of help in order to interview applicants. None o f them
had any prior experience, not having previously lived in shared households. They
therefore had to be coached in the technique - what sort o f questions to ask, what to
look for in the applicant, and how to explain the nature o f the shared household. The
project officer also advised them against coming to any immediate decisions; it was
better to w ait until they could discuss the applicant among themselves.
It is difficult to judge whether the residents have made a success o f interviewing.
All three o f the households have interviewed people, rejected some and chosen others.
O f the ones chosen, some have later moved out. Although one o f the reasons why
people have moved out has been interpersonal conflict, it cannot be concluded that
they were unsuited to sharing. Take the example o f Mrs Herbert, who lived in one o f
the houses for six months. Both she and the other residents were unhappy with the
situation and she decided to move out. After some negotiation, Mrs. Herbert moved
to one of the other shared houses where she has now lived for nine months. This group
is working very well; in fact, some mutually very supportive relationships have
developed.
Two other examples may be cited. In another house, one resident had been initially
interviewed by the project officer and the social worker from the local council. After
a few m onths she left in order to look after an elderly aunt. The resident's departure
was regretted by herself and by the other residents. There is no reason to believe that
she had been inappropriately selected. The other person who left had applied in
response to the newspaper advertisement. Her departure was probably due to
incompatibility, and it could therefore be concluded that the residents had made a
mistake. However, the project officer had also interviewed this applicant (though only
after the residents had agreed to accept her) and the project officer also believed she
would fit into the household.
The question o f control over the household is one that arose m ost sharply at the
beginning. If a household of four has a single vacancy, it is reasonable to give the three
existing tenants a right to choose the fourth. This is a right of veto. But suppose only
one person has yet been chosen (by the project officer) and there are three vacancies.
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Should the first person be able to accept or reject the second applicant? O r would that
give an unfair status to the first?
The project officer tried to avoid this dilemma by selecting at least two potential
residents before anyone moved in. The two were each invited to m eet the other, and
were told that the purpose o f the m eeting was to get to know each other, and to discuss
their expectations about sharing. They were told that they could not subsequently say
they did not want the other person to move into the house - only that they themselves
felt willing (or unwilling) to move in. Thus neither person was given the right to veto
the other.
However, the issue o f control is still a problem in the houses and this is discused
in more detail in Chapter 6.

chapters The Residents
The project design (Appendix) argued that
... it has become evident that there is an increasing number o f older people who have housing
needs which are not being met by the existing accommodation options. This group consists
o f low-income older people who do not wish to live alone in a self contained unit or in a
boarding house, nor do they wish to become part o f a large institutional setting (such as a
hostel), but who would prefer to live with a few other people in a shared housing situation.
In some instances, these older people have lived in a family situation but, for one reason
or another, they are unable to continue this arrangement.

These hypotheses have proved to be accurate. The twenty-four people who have so
far been selected as residents (past and present) have all been on low incomes (the
Age Pension or its equivalent); none have been hom e owners; all have been in a
sufficient state o f health to live independently at the time of selection; and all had been
seeking some form of independent accommodation that would be within their financial
means. (In one house a resident has become too frail to live independently but other
residents have voluntarily taken on the role o f doing the shopping and cooking for the
frail resident and they also assist with the laundry and bed making.)
However, it is not clear that all residents would have chosen a shared household if
other options had been available to them at a similar low cost. One resident has
admitted that this was not her first choice, but that she was unable to afford a house
or flat on the private rental market. A n M OH Elderly Persons Unit would have been
available to her, but she would have been unable to keep her pets. Despite this initial
hesitation, she became one of the project's longest-term residents.

Resident profiies (inciuding thirteen ex-residents)
The data collected from the residents gives information on their previous living
arrangements and also why they were seeking alternative accommodation. M any were
living alone and moved because o f loneliness and isolation or because o f rental
increases or the sale of premises. O f those residents who previously resided with
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relatives, the majority moved because o f a desire for greater independence. Tables 5
and 6 provide this data on twenty-three of the project's twenty-four residents.
Table 5
Previous living arrangement
Renting a house, fiat or room
Boarding with relatives
Hospital

14
8
1
23

Tabie 6
Precipitating factor___________________
High cost of rent
3
Saie/demolition of premises
4
Seeking independence from relatives
8
Unhappy with living arrangement
6
Eviction notice
2
23

/nd/wc/ua/ proves
The individual profiles of nine residents will describe their living situation and
highlight the reasons for seeking alternative accommodation.
M rs Dubrovnik, aged 67, had been renting a house for m any years and sharing with
her son. W hen she retired from work and her son m oved out, she began to find that
the cost o f rent was too high ($70 p.w. 1983) compared with her reduced income (the
Age Pension, then $95.85 p.w.). A financial counsellor referred her to the project.
M r Bishop, aged 66 years, had for years lived on his own as a private tenant. Several
years ago, when his health declined, he began boarding with his brother and
sister-in-law. He then went to hospital for ten months during which time his
sister-in-law 's own health declined and it became clear that she would no longer be
able to care for him. The hospital's social worker referred him to the project.
M r Black, aged 79 years, had lived for the past eleven years in a flat, one o f six in
an old mansion. It was in a dilapidated state and the new owners were renovating it.
Probably in order to raise the rent and cater for a m ore affluent class o f tenant, they
gave him notice to quit. M r Black went to see the C ouncil's welfare officer, who
referred him to the project.
M rs West, aged 81 years, had been living in Canberra for nine months with her son
and daughter-in-law. The arrangement was not working out, and the son decided to
approach the Brotherhood. "My son and daughter-in-law wanted m e to go into a hostel,
but it d idn't suit me one bit. I wanted to be more independent. I d o n 't think living with
relations ever works out."
M r M arks, aged 75 years, had been living with a friend for twenty years. W hen his
friend died, the friend's daughter sold the house and M r Marks had to move. He
contacted the local council's welfare officer who referred him to the project.
M rs Herbert, aged 59 years, had been quite transient for some time. M ost recently,
she had been living in accommodation provided by a religious order. Mrs Herbert
becam e dissatisfied with the living arrangements and contacted the welfare officer of
the local council who referred her to the project.
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M rs Conroy, aged 65 years, had been living with her daughter and son-in-law and
their children in a M inistry o f Housing high-rise flat, but was dissatisfied with the
arrangement. A M inistry o f Housing employee referred her to the project.
M rs Shore, aged 61 years, had boarded with her children for several years. She
lived with her daughter and son-in-law, but had to move when the couple separated.
She then went to live with her son. "My son had always lived alone and it w asn't fair
to have me live with him." One of Mrs Shore's daughters contacted the Brotherhood
o f St Laurence about accommodation and she was accepted into the project.
M r French, aged 63 years, had lived alone for eleven years but due to illness had
to give up the flat. He moved to a hostel, which he was very unhappy with. "There
were just old m en there and it was like being in a prison because you only had a small
room and I couldn't talk to any o f them ." M r French read an advertisement for a room
in the project placed by the group of residents in the accommodation pages o f the
newspaper. He was interviewed and accepted by the residents.

Data on other appticants
The project has collected a certain amount of data on all people who made enquiries
to the project officer. No data have been collected on enquirers since the completion
o f the project officer's contract in February 1986. Data were sought on the following:
name and address; date of birth; source o f referral; income; current housing situation
and costs; reason for applying; attitudes to sharing; state o f health.
The data are not complete, however, because a proportion o f enquirers let the matter
drop during the course of the conversation. Some, for example, were really enquiring
about hostel-style accommodation with staff and other services not provided by this
project; two or three others were home owners in search o f a boarder.
Data exist on sixty-eight enquirers, including twenty-four who becam e residents
(fourteen o f whom are now ex-residents). Couples are treated as combined units.
O f sixty-eight enquirers, forty-nine were interviewed. All o f those not personally
interviewed did however speak to the project officer on the telephone.
Tabte 7 Outcome of enquiries to the project
Not interested - no interview
Not interested - after interview
Not accepted - no interview
Not accepted - after interview
Accepted after interview
Data incomplete

14
14
5
7
24
4
68

"Mof /nferesfed"
Although 41% o f enquirers have been classified as "not interested", this
over-simplifies their actual position. At the time, all enquirers had urgent reasons to
change their accommodation. In a couple o f cases the urgency passed and they were
able to stay put; in one case two sisters were facing a rent rise which failed to
materialise; in another case a wom an's daughters came to the rescue by offering
financial and personal help to enable her to stay in her flat. Some people who were
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accepted after the interview later changed their mind as their situation changed. These
have also been classified as "not interested". Therefore, those classified as "accepted
after interview" have all become residents.
In a few cases the person found alternative accommodation before an interview had
been arranged, or soon after. One man, for example, found someone to share with,
and another m an found a place in a rooming house.
In the bulk o f cases, the enquirer decided that they did not want to accept, even
though they had no immediate alternatives. About half came to this decision during
the original phone conversation, and half waited until after a formal interview. Precise
reasons were not always given (nor requested by the project officer); general
statements such as "It's not what I had in mind" were common.

"No? accepted"
In twelve cases the project officer decided that the applicant was not eligible or would
not be suitable. In one case the enquiring couple wanted short-term accommodation
only; in another case the enquirer owned her own home and was therefore ineligible
on the basis o f assets.
The m ost common reason for people not being accepted was that the project officer
discerned a lack o f commitment to shared living, or decided on equally intangible
grounds that the person would not cope in a given household.
It m ust be remembered that the project officer had to decide on the basis o f two
independent factors:
* whether the applicant had the commitment and capacity to live in a shared
household; and
* if so, w hether the applicant would fit into the particular household under
consideration.
Since only three households could be formed, the second factor was at least as
constraining as the first. Conversely, if the project had been able to set up an unlimited
num ber o f shared households, a sm aller proportion o f applicants m ight have been
judged unsuitable.

Some examp/es.' app//canfs oof accepfec/
M rs Forbes, aged 72, was boarding in a private house. She contacted the project in
response to a letter sent to her as an applicant for M OH accommodation. However,
w hen interviewed she seemed to be suffering from a degree of confusion: she was
vague about who else was living in the house and was unsure o f her financial position.
The project officer decided that she m ight not be able to cope in the household under
consideration.
M r and M rs Phillips had recently arrived from the countiy. During the interview
the project officer decided that they had too many emotional problems at this stage to
m ake a success o f shared living: their daughter had recently died, and they had come
to Melbourne because they couldn't bear to keep living in the same house. Two other
people had already accepted places in the Brunswick house, and the project officer
was therefore also m aking a judgm ent about whether the couple would fit into such a
household.
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M r and M rs Tait were living in a Parkville flat. It transpired that they were really
looking for temporary accommodation, and they agreed with the project officer that
they did not need the sort o f support which the Brotherhood was providing. They were
quite capable o f finding their own accommodation.
M r Rossi was an elderly migrant who spoke little English. Through an interpreter,
it appeared that he had been thrown out by his family and was currently staying at a
hostel for homeless men. His housing options were very limited, but his preference
was for a rooming house rather than a shared household. The project officer referred
him to an appropriate hostel.
M rs Chapman, an invalid pensioner, struck the project officer as very vague and
isolated. She could not, for example, say whether she was paying too m uch or too little
for her present accommodation, and the project officer felt that she would not be
capable o f relating to the other three people already in the household. Also, at 55, she
was significantly younger than the others (74 years plus).
M r Coyne and Mrs M organ had lived for some years in rooming houses or private
hotels, and the selection panel decided that they would be likely to continue to treat
the shared house as though it were a rooming house. The couple did not seem to
envisage it as a long-term option. Also, the project at this early stage was uncertain
about the dynamics o f a household consisting o f a couple plus two others.

Applicants' iinks to the neighbourhood
The project was intended to serve people living locally. "Local" is defined as living
in the same suburb as the relevant house (that is, in Essendon, Brunswick or
Richmond). But applicants from Footscray have also been included as local to
Essendon, and applicants from Coburg have been included as local to Brunswick. A
few people who became residents had previously been living with relatives outside
M elbourne but were classified as local because of past ties with the suburb.
Tabte 8

Appiicants and residents in rotation to iocatity

Local
Non-local
Data incomplete
TOTAL

21
20
3

12
11
1

Tola/
33
31
4
68

M%e: Couples have been counted as a single unit.

As can be seen from Table 8, both applicants and residents were split equally between
local and non-local.
Table 9 shows that each house has recruited both local and non-local people.
Tabte 9

Residents and ex-residents 1986

_______Loco/___________Now-loca/.
Essendon house
Brunswick house
Richmond house

5
5
2

5
3
3

Proportion of women and men
W omen were over-represented in the project compared with the aged population as a
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whole. However, women comprise a m uch higher proportion o f aged single people
(71%) than do m en (29%). (Single people comprise those widowed, divorced,
separated or never married.)
Tabte 10 Females and males in the project compared with the Australian population of
65 to 69-year-o!ds
Applicants and residents
Sax ratio within whole
Sex ratio within sing/e
No.
%
agedpcpaiation
aged population
Female
45
63
54%
71%
Male
27
37
46%
29%

100

100%

100%

Source: 1981 Census data in Hugo & Wood (1984)

Household structure of applicants and residents
Table 11 describes the household structure o f residents and applicants at the tim e of
referral to the project.
O f the nine people living with relatives, eight were selected as residents. Since the
project officers were not conscious o f any bias towards this group, it is possible that,
compared with applicants living independently, they were either more determined to
m ove out o f their current housing, orhad few er alternatives, or both.
Table 11

Household structure at time of referral

INDEPENDENT HOUSEHOLDS'
Living alone:
.single person
COMp/g ^

Living in rooming house:

single person
couple
NON-INDEPENDENT HOUSEHOLD **
Living with relative
Living with non-relative
Single person as boarder/housekeeper
Living in institutional accommodation**
Data incomplete
Subtotal
TOTAL

Residents
Female Male

Other applicants
Female
Male

4

2

-

-

2

2

-

-

15
4
2
1

6
1
1

2
2

-

1
1
10

-

14

-

1
1
1
1
6
32

4
2
3
1
-

1
-

2
3
16
72

Notes
* "Independent" means that the person (or the couple) acted as head of the household in a private dwelling. Also
included in this category are people who lived independently in a "non-welfare" rooming house.
**"Non-independent" means that the person was not the head of the household and was living either with
relatives (e.g. adult children) or was boarding privately with non-relatives.
* "Couples" - among the couples were (i) two sisters, one widowed; and (ii) a de facto couple.
**"Institutional accommodation" includes hostels and special accommodation houses.

Housing tenure of appiicants and residents
Although the data are incomplete, it is possible to get a reasonable picture o f people's
living arrangements at the time o f application to the Shared Housing Project.
Although "housing tenure" appears rather similar to "household structure", the two
categories are logically distinct. Tenure defines a legal and financial relationship to
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the dwelling. Household structure defines a relationship between the occupants o f the
dwelling.
Tab!e 12 Housing tenure at time of referrai
Renting a house or flat
Private board with non-relatives (room or bungalow)
Private board with relatives
Hostel or rooming house
Home owner
Hospital or nursing home
Data incomplete
TOTAL

Applicants
21
2
2
7
4
2
6

Residents
6
4
8
4
1
1

Tofai
27
6
10
11
4
3
7
68

Couples are treated as a single unit.

The two categories are clearly distinct when used, for example, to compare the housing
situation of two married couples, one o f whom is an owner-occupier and the other a
private tenant. The households are the same but the tenure is different. However, it is
difficult to say whether the defining characteristic o f a widow living with her adult
children, or a person boarding with non-relatives, is best defined in terms o f tenure
(they are both boarders) or household structure. This is because o f the importance of
the personal, non-financial aspects o f the relationship.

Housing costs
The data are incomplete, but still interesting. The average rent being paid by applicants
was rather lower than the median rents for advertised dwellings inM elboum e in 1983.
O f 18 applicants living independently, 10 were renting a house or flat, and 8 were
renting a room.
For those renting a house or flat, the average rent was $54 per week, with a range
o f$ 4 0 to $ 7 1 .
For those renting a room, the average rent was $28, with a range of $23 to $30.
In 1983, the average rent of all advertised dwellings in the North-W est Region
(including Brunswick) was $75. The average rent in the W estern Region (including
Essendon) was $63 (Burke era? 1985).
Three factors m ay explain why the project's applicants were paying lower than
average rents. Firstly, most of the project's applicants were renting flats or rooms,
which are generally cheaper than houses. Secondly, rents o f advertised dwellings tend
to be higher than rents o f currently occupied dwellings (the rent goes up when new
tenants move in). Thirdly, the people in the project came from the low er income
bracket and therefore were renting at the low er end o f the market.

Hous/np costs compared w/f/? Income
During 1983 the Age Pension was worth $82.35 at the single rate. Pensioners paying
m ore than $10 a week in rent were eligible for a maximum o f $10 a week in
Supplementary Rent Assistance; the maximum rate was payable when the rent reached
$30 a week.
An estimate can therefore be made of the proportion o f income which applicants
were paying in rent if totally dependent on the Age Pension.
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A rent o f $54 a week would represent 58% o f an aged pensioner's income. The
highest rent being paid, $71 per week, amounted to 76% o f the person's income and
had been the cause o f this person seeking the help o f a financial counsellor, who in
turn referred her to the Brotherhood.
The usual yardstick o f affordability is that people should not be paying m ore than
20 to 25% o f their incom e for housing (Ministry o f Housing rental formula). The real
disadvantage o f private tenants is revealed when comparisons are m ade with
owner-occupiers, who comprise about 78% o f over 65-year-olds living in private
dwellings. Since m ost o f them have entirely paid off their mortgage, their weekly
housing costs m ay be as low as 12% of income (Kendig 1982, p.9).

Living arrangements of the aged popuiation
Precise figures on the living arrangements o f older people are hard to find. Table 13
gives an estimate based on the 1981 Census.
Table 13 Nature of occupancy of dweiiings occupied by oider persons (65+ years), Austraiia 1981
Nature of occupancy_________________________________ Percentage
Home owners
57.70
Home buyers
10.80
Public tenants
4.70
Private tenants
7.90
Other tenure arrangements
8.10
Non-private dwellings
10.80
100.00
Source Australian Bureau of Statistics, One Per Cent Sample of Individuals, 1981 Census.

A "One Per Cent Sample" o f the 1981 Census (Hugo & W ood 1984) gives greater
detail o f these categories. It can be seen that the oldest groups are the m ost likely to
be living either in non-private dwellings or in the homes o f their families (see Table
14).
Table 14 Percentage of older persons in non-private dweiiings, Austraiia 1981
Age group
Males
Pe/nales
Persons
65-74
75+

6.9
14.2

5.4
22.0

6.1*
19.3

Note * That is, of all persons aged 65-74,6.1% were living in non-private dwellings.

The same survey estimated the proportion o f older people who were "ancestors" of
the head o f the household - that is, elderly people who were living with their child's
family (see Table 15).
Table 15 Percentage of older persons living with their chiid's famiiy, Australia 1981.
Ago group
Males
Pentales
Persons

________________%____________ %______________ %
65-74
75+

1.7
4.4

6.4
12.1

4.3
9.4

Hugo & W ood (1984, p.127) comment:
The percentage of females aged 75 and over in this category is 12.1 per cent compared to
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4.4 per cent of males aged 75+, indicating that men who are no longer able to care for
themselves have wives to help them whereas women more frequently have to turn to their
children.

Summary
The precipitating factor that caused people to accept shared housing varied according
to their former living situation. People who had been boarding with their family were
motivated primarily by a desire for greater independence. People who had been renting
independently were more likely to be motivated by the high cost o f rent or the
impending sale of the premises.
The project had three times as many enquirers as residents, but there were various
reasons why an initial enquiry did not result in the person becoming a resident. Thus,
o f sixty-four enquiries for which there are data, fourteen people withdrew before an
interview and another fourteen withdrew after an interview. In another seven cases
the project officer took the decision not to offer a place, either because o f a judgm ent
that the person was unsuited to sharing, or because o f a judgm ent about the person's
compatibility with the particular household. Overall, twice as many people withdrew
on their own initiative as were rejected.
The project intended to offer priority to local residents. In the event, about the same
num ber o f residents were locals as non-locals. This was probably due to the
undeveloped state of the project' s links with local service networks. As each household
became better established, existing residents have tended to recruit more locally. For
those residents who had strong local links, being able to continue living in the same
neighbourhood (or being able to return to it) was perceived as a definite benefit.
All residents and m ost applicants have been single people (widowed, divorced or
never married). This is clearly the target group for shared housing. W omen have
outnumbered men, but there are far more single women than single m en in the aged
population.
O f nine applicants living with relatives, eight became residents. O f forty-two
applicants living alone or in a rooming house, ten became residents. The bias towards
people living with relatives is probably a reflection o f the urgency of their felt need
for independence and their perceived lack o f alternatives.

chapters H o u seh o td
D y n a m ic s
The sorts o f questions that will be discussed are:
* How does the physical design o f the premises affect the shared living experience?
* W hat do residents perceive as the advantages and disadvantages o f shared living?
* W hat aspects o f domestic life are shared?
* How are these questions negotiated?

Physica! design
The layout o f two o f the houses was described in Chapter 3. The dwellings are
detached, one-storey houses, indistinguishable from others in the neighbourhood.
Each resident has a separate bedroom,, furnished by themselves, and with a lockable
door. All residents have a key to the front door. In the B runs wick house there is covered
parking for one car, though none o f the current residents own a car. The Essendon
house has off-street parking for at least three cars; one resident currently has a car.
The Richmond house has no off-street parking, but none o f the current residents owns
a car. All three o f the houses are within easy walking distance o f public transport and
shops.
Each house has a large, renovated kitchen. None o f the bedrooms have cooking or
washing facilities, so residents m ust share the kitchen and bathroom. The laundry has
a washing machine; in the Brunswick house it was installed by the M inistry o f
Housing; in the Richmond house it was installed by the Brotherhood o f St Laurence;
in the Essendon house it is owned by one o f the residents.
The three houses have two common living areas besides the kitchen. These areas
have been furnished by residents as well as by the Brotherhood. Initially there was
some debate within the organisation as to who should furnish the comm on living areas.
One argument was that residents should bring their own furniture as this would help
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create a feeling o f familiarity and homeliness. The second argument was that if one
or two residents owned all the common furniture it may create difficulties for the
others. In practice, these problems did not really arise. W here the incoming tenants
had suitable furniture, they brought it with them. W here they did not, the Brotherhood
provided it, or helped them get it from cheap sources.
Being able to personalise a space, to have a territory that belongs to you, that reflects back
your sense of who you are and your history, is an important identity support. Personal
territories and possessions in the shared spaces also support this sense of belonging and
identification with the household. (Day-Lower et al 1985, p.23)

How design affects sharing
It is obvious that physical design will affect the day-to-day experience o f a shared
household. In any form o f housing there are not only physical needs, but also social
and symbolic needs.
According to Day-Lower et al (1985), the social and symbolic objectives of design
could include:
* to support a feeling o f being "at home", including a sense o f possession,
belonging, autonomy, independence, personal identity and privacy;
* to facilitate the residents' choice of desired levels of companionable sharing as
well as desired levels o f privacy;
* to support independent self-reliance in a context o f comfortable
"inter-dependence" that is based on mutual aid and the security of shared
presence.
In general the residents o f the three houses have had few complaints about design.
Originally they all commented favourably on appearances: the freshly painted
interiors, the floor surfaces, and the amount of natural light in the kitchen, especially
at Brunswick. However, over time a few problems did occur.
The kitchen at Essendon faces north and was getting too hot in the afternoons; the
residents arranged for the Brotherhood to install blinds, which has helped
considerably, but now the windows will not open. Also, there is little natural light in
the lounge room:
It's too dark to eat in there, so we just use the kitchen. We are supposed to get a skylight
but we never have. Even if the light's on it's still too dark. I can't do any needle work while
I watch TV, I have to do it in my bedroom; I'd like to be able to do it in front of TV and it
also means that my bedroom becomes a work room as well.
Although the need for a skylight has been recognised by the Brotherhood, it had not
been installed at the time o f this evaluation.
MYcfien
Although the kitchens in the three houses are reasonably sized, they each have only
one stove, sink and refrigerator. The stove has only four burners. It might therefore
be expected that the residents would complain o f insufficient kitchen facilities, but
this has not really occurred. Instead, all households have tended to stagger their
cooking routines so as not to get in each other's way.
Other factors have also minimised congestion:
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* O f the four people currently in the Brunswick house, two have opted to share
meals, one person cooking tor both. O f the other two people in the house, one
receives M eals on W heels and the other dines at the local Senior Citizens Centre.
* In the Essendon house, two people share meals, so a similar arrangement applies
to that o f the Brunswick house. The third person has the evening meal with friends.
* The Richmond house only accommodates three people, all o f whom stagger their
cooking times. All three are happy w ith this arrangement.
The residents at Brunswick some time ago suggested they need a second refrigerator,
and the Essendon household has suggested extra cupboard space. These suggestions
have not been acted upon.
B a rro o m
Bathrooms are probably the m ost difficult facility for older people to share. Several
complaints have been m ade about the mess other residents leave, although no
complaints were made about the time residents have to wait until the bathroom was
free.
The Essendon house has only one bathroom and toilet, whereas the Richmond and
Brunswick houses have a second outdoor toilet. In the latter house, the two male
residents use the outside toilet, but one o f the m en has found this inconvenient. At
Essendon the bathroom and toilet are combined. This and the lack o f a second toilet
have definitely proved inconvenient. Although the Richmond house has a second
toilet, it is not used. This m ay be due to the fact that the house accommodates only
three people.
In general it would seem very desirable to have at least one toilet separate from the
bathroom. A second toilet (preferably indoors) is seen as a definite advantage.
Experience has shown that the shower recess needs to be o f a design to allow the
use o f a shower chair for the comfort and safety o f the m ore frail residents. It should
also be recognised, as at least one resident pointed out, that m any older people enjoy
the traditional bath.

Launcf/y
The three houses have a separate laundry. As stated earlier, in the Brunswick house
the washing machine was installed by the M inistry o f Housing, in the Richmond house
by the Brotherhood o f St Laurence, but in the Essendon house it belongs to one o f the
residents.
In the past this was a m inor cause o f friction, the owner being unhappy w ith the
way other residents treated the machine. The problem has been resolved by the owner
o f the machine negotiating to do the personal washing o f the two m ale residents (one
o f whom pays to have it done). This is an example o f how residents have resolved
conflict without agency intervention.

Household tasks
The project design made no rigid assumptions about the division o f labour within the
shared household. This was to be negotiated by the residents. To date, a fairly similar
pattern has emerged in the three houses.

36

Shared House, Private Life

CooM np
Residents have m ostly elected to cook separately. In one house, two o f the original
residents agreed to cook together, but after a few weeks ended the arrangement; one
o f them decided she preferred her accustomed diet o f mostly salads. Some months
later the first resident began cooking for the newest arrival (a man). As a former
professional cook she obviously enjoys cooking for others, and in him she has an
appreciative audience. A former resident did little cooking, but was receiving M eals
on Wheels; she believed that this was cheaper than catering for herself, and she
admitted that her skills in cooking were very limited. (In fact, when m oving into the
house she feared she would not be able to reciprocate if other people wanted to share
the cooking.)
In another house, the residents have chosen not to share, although one woman had
suggested doing so. The three residents agreed to cook separately and all are content
with this arrangement.
In the third house two people share meals. One of them was too frail to cook and
used to receive Meals on Wheels. After a few months, another resident agreed to cook
for her and they now share their meals. O f the other two residents one receives Meals
on W heels and the other dines at the local Senior Citizens Centre.
Table 16 explains the cooking arrangements for the ten residents.
Tabte 16 Residents' cooking arrangements
arranye/nen______________t M?, qfre-H&ftM
Cook jointly
Cook separately
Receive Meals on Wheels
Dines out

4
3
1
2_
10

S/?opp/np
O f the four residents who cook jointly, two actually do all the cooking and the shopping
for the other two more dependent residents. All the houses are conveniently located
near shopping centres, so shopping poses no great problems. Two residents also
receive home help, who do their shopping and their share o f the cleaning.
Several ex-residents have relied on the delivery services o f local supermarkets and
chemists. This m eant that they were able to enjoy the shopping expedition without the
burden o f carrying everything back home. One ex-resident became less capable of
walking and ordered from the supermarket by telephone.

C/ean/np
The three houses have evolved a similar division o f labour whereby people are
responsible for their own bedrooms, but share the cleaning o f common areas.
However, a distinctly traditional division o f labour has occurred in all o f the houses
(as was perhaps to be expected). During 1986 the situation was as follows.
In the first house there are two women and one man. The two women share the
cleaning o f the common rooms (the kitchen, bathroom, laundry and lounge). One of
the women also does the gardening. The m an empties the rubbish and puts out the
garbage bins. One o f the women commented, "There are two wom en in the house,
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why should a m an do the work?" The other woman said that he:
... doesn't do any cleaning, just his own room and he would wipe the stove down and clean
his own dishes; he's too old to do it. You can't expect him to do it anyway, not when there
are two women there.
In the second house there are two m en and one woman. The woman, who has a forceful
personality, does all the cleaning o f the common areas, puts out the bins, etc. She says
that she would like someone to share the work with. One o f the m en is an amputee
and unable to do any heavy work.
In the third house two residents receive home help. The home help works on behalf
o f those individuals rather than the whole household, doing their share of the cleaning.
One resident is too frail to do any cleaning. One o f the m en looks after the garden and
empties the rubbish bin. He also occasionally mops the kitchen floor or sweeps.
Cleaning has been a source o f conflict in all o f the houses at one tim e or another.
This is not at all unusual in shared houses, as was shown in a study o f thirty-nine shared
houses in South Australia (Baum 1986, p.3):
Doing
cAor&y This seemingly mundane topic proved to be a crucial determinant of
household success. If a workable system for doing the household chores is not organised,
then the prognosis for the success of the shared house is not good. Just about every
household interviewed reported current or past conflict over organising chores. Problems
are worst where members of the same household have different ideas about standards of
housekeeping.
In one o f the three households, the question o f cleaning had become a source o f conflict
during a period when all the residents were female. There seemed to be two m ain
reasons - varying standards and varying capacity for housework. One resident had
quite high standards which she assumed were shared by all, and she was also more
physically active than the others. Since everyone believed that in principle the
housework should be shared equally, the others tended to feel under constant pressure
to perform. The project officer suggested at one point that a written roster might
simplify matters by m aking everyone's tasks m ore explicit, but this did not really solve
the problem.
There is o f course nothing unique about such disputes. A common experience is
that the person with the m ost obsessive attitude towards housework will do a task
themselves rather than wait for the person designated to do it, with the result that a
m ixture o f guilt and resentment builds up.
The guilt is due to the feeling that one ong/n to have done it, and the resentment to
the belief that one would have done it if left alone.
One way to eliminate the problem would be for the whole household to apply for
a hom e help to clean the common areas (kitchen, bathroom, lounge, hall, etc.). The
hom e help would be responsible to all the residents, as in a normal domestic
arrangement: this would avoid the problems that can occur in aged accommodation
services where the welfare agency provides a housekeeper who comes to adopt a
position o f authority over the residents.
If this solution were adopted, it m ight be desirable for frail individual residents to
continue m aking their own arrangements for a home help to clean their bedroom and
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do their washing and shopping, if desired. Again, this would avoid the possibility of
institutionalising a given level o f support for the whole household (such that a
newcom er would find it expected that full housekeeping services were provided).
However, municipal home help services are only available to a household whose
members are assessed as being unable to do their own housework. This m ight present
a problem in a shared house where one or more o f the residents are reasonably fit. A
possible solution would be for the household to hire a commercial housekeeper.

Payment of bi!!s
Residents are responsible for all the bills normally incurred by a rented household:
electricity, gas, and telephone. The landlord pays the rates and repair bills for normal
wear and tear.
The general principle is that these bills will be split equally between residents.
However, this has not been without its problems.
In one house a resident left without paying for her share o f the bills, which meant
that the remaining residents had to foot the bill. This, of course, is difficult for people
on low incomes, and quite unfair.
Although in general the bills have been split evenly and lew problems have arisen
over payment, conflict has arisen over the amounts o f energy used by each resident.
As stated by one resident, "I think the bills are cheaper in your own flat because some
people use more gas and electricity than others".
In one o f the houses the gas heater (located in the lounge) was not used until 6 p.m.
because it was too expensive to use all day, even though the house was quite cold.
However, it was suspected that one resident was using the heater in the bedroom while
the others m ade do without heating. This caused some resentment.
One o f the attractions o f shared housing is that bills should be cheaper for the
individual. The rent is certainly cheaper (approximately $25 per week) than an
individual would be paying in a private-sector flat or house. However, several
residents had previously been living in private boarding arrangements with relatives,
where they were possibly not paying their full share of either the housing costs or the
cost o f bills. As boarders, they were typically paying a flat rate which included their
contribution towards food, electricity, gas, and the telephone.
Once in a shared rented household, these items m ust suddenly be confronted in
their own right. Since the residents have generally not been sharing food purchases,
o r cooking in common, there have been no economies of scale. These can be quite
significant in reducing the cost of individual items, the per capita cost of meals, and
the proportion o f wastage.

chapter? Funds for the
Project
T he project has relied on four sources of funds: private donations, Departm ent of
Social Security grants, funds arranged internally by the Brotherhood o f St Laurence,
and the M inistry o f H ousing's acquisitions program.

Private donations
The acquisition o f the Essendon house was m ade possible by a donation o f $85 000
by the Voluntary Helpers Shop, a non-government organisation dedicated to raising
funds for elderly people. The organisation very generously m et the full purchase price.

Government grants
In M arch 1983, the Brotherhood applied to the Department o f Social Security under
the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act (ADPHA) for a grant to purchase the
Essendon house. No grant was received in 1983, but in M arch 1984 the Brotherhood
was asked to submit again. This was done in April 1984, and a grant o f $46 000 was
received in September 1984. (In July 1984 the Brotherhood o f St Laurence also made
a submission for funding for the third house, in Richmond.)
It can be seen that the Brotherhood now found itself in the position of having
received two lots o f funding for the Essendon house. This happened because, when
the Brotherhood received an $85,000 donation from the Voluntary Helpers Shop, there
was no guarantee that the submission to DSS would be successful. In July 1984, the
Brotherhood's Executive Director therefore wrote to the President o f the Voluntary
Helpers Shop explaining the situation and suggesting two courses of action: either the
surplus $46 000 could be returned to the Voluntary Helpers Shop, or the m oney could
be used towards the purchase o f a third house. The latter alternative proved acceptable
to the donors.
The purpose o f the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act is stated in Section 3(1):
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The purpose of this Act is to encourage and assist the provision of suitable homes for eligible
persons, and in particular homes at which eligible persons may reside in conditions
approaching as nearly as possible normal domestic life, and, in the case of married people,
with proper regard to the companionship of husband and wife.
However, the types o f projects funded under the Act have changed substantially since
1954, and particularly since 1975. The shift has been away from self-contained
accommodation (which the Act seemed to have in mind) and towards hostels and
nursing homes (Table 17).
Table 17 Approvals under the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act 1974-1984
accowMcdafM'f!

1974-75
1980-81
1981-82
1982-83
1983-84

No.
2243
396
324
751
478

%
57
13
16
21
18

accofnfmH&zfion

No.
675
990
691
1400
1219

%
17
32
34
39
46

Hc<K2WHCi&Z%CH

No.
992
1676
1031
1455
932

%
25
55
50
40
36

Source Department of Social Security, Annual Reports.

After reviewing the causes and effects o f this shift, M cLeay (1982) remarked:
4.47... The operation of the scheme is built around satisfying the demand for funding, rather
than a concern with providing services and facilities for those who are required by their
circumstances to seek government support ... The Scheme has become a government
rehousing program for the well-off rather than a low-cost accommodation scheme for those
usually judged by society to be in need.
The M cLeay Report actually recommended (4.48) that no further grants be made under
this Act.
In June 1985 the Department o f Community Services released a Report o f the Joint
Review o f Hostel Care Subsidies Arrangements. One purpose o f the new
arrangements was to increase funding for hostels and decrease funding to nursing
homes. N o further grants would be made for independent living arrangements. The
review proposed that the Commonwealth should virtually cease all nursing home
development and proceed to extensive development o f older people's hostels. The
Commonwealth is setting a target o f approximately 100 beds for every 1000 people
over the age of 70. Currently 70 o f these beds are in nursing homes and 30 are in
hostels. The target is, by 1996, to reverse those proportions to 70 in hostels and 30 in
nursing homes.
In a response to the nursing homes and hostels review the Brotherhood (1986)
commented:
The development of hostels as an alternative to nursing homes is the only concrete
programmatic shift in the report... In effect the main recommendation does not substantially
increase older people's options and within ten years if all proceeds according to plan we
could in fact have a junior nursing home system with the major supported care options still
being institutional care for older people.
It was unclear how the Commonwealth intended to fund independent living
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arrangements. However, in April 1986 the M inister for Community Services delivered
a Statement on Care o f the Aged:
It is proposed that a capacity for funding self contained units should be retained in the
program to ensure innovative projects can be funded and to promote new approaches to
community housing. I will be taking up with the Commonwealth Minister for Housing and
Construction longer term issues which relate to the provision of housing and community
programs with a view to initiating discussion with the States.
W hat the M inister appeared to have in mind was an arrangement whereby funding for
"self-contained" accommodation would be transferred from ADPHA to the
Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA). The CSHA is the source of
Commonwealth funding for public housing, including pensioner housing.
One purpose which the Brotherhood's application served was to test whether
ADPHA could be used as a source o f funding for this type o f independent shared
housing for older people. As the Executive Director's letter to the Voluntary Helpers
Shop explained:
At the time of submitting the application we were unsure as to where we would be able to
obtain funding. We were also concerned to explore as many ways of obtaining funding as
possible in order to pass on information about funding to other organisations interested in
group housing.
... We feel we should accept this [DSS] funding as this will create a precedent, enabling
other groups to apply for funding with confidence.

Concf/f/ons off/ie Departmenf of Soc/a/ Sectvr/Yy granf
The subsidy received under the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act did not cover
the full cost o f the Essendon house. The Department uses a form ula based on the
capital cost o f the house (or "home" as it is called), the respective values o f the land
and the building, the num ber o f residents to be accommodated, and the organisation's
financial contribution. The Departm ent's letter stated:
that the capital cost of the project for subsidy purposes has been determined at $98 401 and
it has given us much pleasure to approve a Government grant of $46 134 to help meet the
cost of the project. This figure represents $2 for $1 for building and the maximum (5 x
$1920) for land.
The subsidy o f $46 134 represented 45% o f the actual cost o f purchase ($85 283) and
renovations ($15 462).
The fact that the ADPHA would subsidise only part o f the capital cost means that
small organisations without substantial alternative sources o f funds could not use this
scheme. On the other hand, there is no overwhelming reason why organisations which
provide aged accommodation should receive capital grants to buy or build properties.
The same ends can be achieved by leasing suitable properties from the State Housing
Authorities. This was what the Brotherhood did in the case o f the project's second
house (see Chapter 9). As noted above, the Commonwealth now seems to be m oving
towards this method o f funding some forms o f aged accommodation hitherto funded
under the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act.
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interna! funds
Because o f the high public profile of the organisation and its long history of
involvement in aged accommodation, the Brotherhood regularly receives large and
small donations and legacies from the public to further its work. The Annual Report
for 1985-86 showed that $ 1436 396 had been received under the heading o f "Specified
Donations and Legacies". M uch o f this amount had been specified by the donors to
be used for aged accommodation. The Brotherhood was therefore able to apply some
o f those funds to the Shared Housing Project. Renovations to the Essendon house ($15
000) and part o f the purchase price and all o f the renovations to the Richmond house
(around $60 000) were financed from these sources. The balance o f funds for the
Richmond house ($46 000) were donated by the Voluntary Helpers Shop, as described
under "Government grants" above.
The B rotherhood also m et the full costs o f employing the project officer. The budget
included a separate item for research.

AHocation by the Ministry of Housing
The capital cost of the project's second house was borne by V ictoria's M inistry o f
Housing. The Brotherhood merely had a six-month lease, which was renewed for a
further six months and then transferred directly to the residents in June 1985 (see
Chapter 9).

Summary
The capital costs of the project came from four sources: donations and other internal
funds; Commonwealth grants under the Aged or Disabled Persons Homes Act
(ADPHA) and the M inistry of Housing (MOH). Subsequently, the Commonwealth
has changed its funding policy, such that ADPHA will not generally be used to fund
self-contained housing; instead, this function will be transferred to the public housing
system. The change seems logical, and its viability was demonstrated by the
Brotherhood's arrangement with the M OH to acquire the third house.

chapters Loca! G overnm ent
!nvo)vement
The three local councils involved in the project (Brunswick, Essendon and Richmond)
have had varying degrees o f involvement since the project's inception in 1983. All
were involved in locating and assessing potential tenants and providing ongoing
support.
The project design also envisaged devolving control o f the service to the local level,
if this should prove acceptable to local government.

Essendon Counci!
The Erst continuing contact that staff from the Community Services Division of
Essendon Council had with the Brotherhood with regard to the project was after the
house in M oonee Ponds had been purchased. (Telephone contact had been made
earlier.) The Brotherhood's project officer arranged a m eeting to explain the concept
o f shared housing and to request Council support.
Essendon Council was not formally approached until 24 M ay 1983 after the house
in M oonee Ponds was purchased. An extract o f that correspondence reads:
I am writing to inform you that the Brotherhood has recently purchased a house in the
Moonee Ponds area which is to be used as part of its Group Housing project...
Unfortunately we were unable to inform Council as to our intentions before the purchase
of the house due to uncertainty regarding the locality in which we could obtain a suitable
house. However, the Project Officer was able to have a brief discussion with Council's
Social Worker immediately before the purchase and will follow this up with further
discussions.
W hen interviewed in 1986, Council staff expressed misgivings about the limited
degree o f consultation in setting up the project. From the Brotherhood' s point o f view,
the difficulty was the uncertainty about which suburbs the houses would actually be
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purchased in. Enquiries were being made in several suburbs in order to maximise the
chance of finding a house that matched the project's particular requirements. W hen
the first house actually became available (in Essendon) it was necessary to move
quickly to finalise the deal.
O f course, had the Brotherhood decided on the municipality Erst, it would have
been possible to involve the Council more closely in the selction of a house.
Essendon Council is very supportive of the concept o f shared housing and has in
fact suggested the development o f shared housing to a local community group. The
staff are aware that shared housing only appeals to some people; however, they see it
as a good alternative to existing forms of accommodation. The accommodation officer
on average sees one older person per week who expresses interest in this concept and
many more who own their own home and would like someone to share with them.
During the first few months, the Council's social worker was closely involved with
the Brotherhood's project officer in interviewing and selecting residents. The level of
involvement declined as the household became established. The current procedure
puts the onus on the household to notify the Council if a vacancy needs to be Ailed.
The Council does not formally assess applicants for the shared house. Instead, Council
staff use their knowledge o f the house's requirements to inform people who would be
eligible and who might be interested. If they choose to apply, then it is up to the
household to interview them and make a decision.
Council staff are not entirely clear about their present role with regard to the project.
The only involvement the Council has now is to locate potential tenants as vacancies
anse, provide information on local resources to residents, and m aintain intermittent
contact with them.
The Council staff are unsure who is responsible for providing support to the
residents. Since a Brotherhood staff member maintains contact with the household, is
it appropriate for the Council also to be involved on this level, or is their role different?
These questions need some clan Acation by the Brotherhood, which has had no formal
meetings with the Council since 1984.

Richmond Counci!
Richmond Council has been responsible for locating the majority o f tenants and has
maintained ongoing support for the project. As with the other councils, the level of
involvement decreased as the house became established. In fact, the only contact the
staff from the Aged Services Division o f the Council have is when a vacancy exists.
Richmond Council has the same process of referral as Essendon:
If we felt someone was inappropriate we would not refer them. We are fairly aware of the
type of person the tenants want and therefore take this into consideration.
However, if the person is interested in shared housing, they need to follow it up
themselves.
The Council staff believe that only a small percentage o f older people they are in
contact with are interested in this housing option. The accommodation ofAcer would
see on average one older person per week seeking accommodation and over the last
eighteen months has had very few interested in the project. This is in contrast to the
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experience in Essendon. As in Essendon, the staff mentioned that m ost people they
are in contact with are hom e owners living alone, some o f whom m ight be interested
in sharing their home.

Brunswick Counci!
The first contact with Brunswick occurred at an early stage o f the project when the
option of renting from the private sector was being considered. Brunswick Council
wrote back pointing out the difficulty o f guaranteeing security of tenure, and
suggesting that the Brotherhood consider the public rental sector. In the event, this
was w hat the Brotherhood did. The Brunswick shared house was spot-purchased by
the M inistry o f Housing as part o f its Group Housing Program, and leased to the
Brotherhood. Six months later, the lease was transferred directly to the tenants.
The Brotherhood now has little contact with the Brunswick house. The tenants deal
directly with the regional office o f the M inistry o f Housing over any landlord/tenant
issues.
Brunswick Council played a m ajor role in locating and interviewing the original
tenants for the house. The Council continues to be supportive o f the concept and in
fact has made recommendations that shared houses be established for groups o f ethnic
older people in their local municipality.
However, Council staff now have little contact with the house. As the relevant
officer explained:
This is an independent living concept. Any further involvement would introduce
unnecessary dependence.
Occasional referrals are made when the residents notify the Council o f a vacancy,
although the residents have independently filled vacancies by advertising. Also, as in
the other municipalities, it is recognised that the residents o f the shared houses may
be individually eligible for domiciliary services.

Conciusion: the roie of ioca! government
There seem to be three possible roles for local government, two o f which were
explored in the Brotherhood's project.

Prov/cfer ofdom/c/7/a/y se/v/'ces
Some residents in each o f the houses have been using Home Help or M eals on Wheels.
Their eligibility for these has been assessed in the normal way. This implies no
particular role for local government in the m anagement o f the project.

Source of referra/s
All three councils have referred people to the project. To do so, it has been necessary
for council staff to be aware o f the type o f living arrangement offered, the eligibility
criteria, and the fact that a vacancy exists. This implies a degree o f assessment o f
applicants by council staff. However, such an assessment need only establish that the
person is on a low income, has no significant assets, and is interested in the idea o f
shared housing. The ultim ate decision is a m atter for negotiation betw een the applicant
and the existing household.
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M anager
This option has not been fully explored by the project so far. In principle, the model
developed by the Brotherhood should be easily adapted to a local government auspice.
Councils have long been involved in aged housing services in association with the
M OH Elderly Persons Units. The comparatively low degree o f staff involvement
required by the shared housing model should make it a feasible proposition for local
government.

Chapter 9

Retations with the
Ministry of Housing

Acquisition of the project's house in Brunswick
The Brotherhood's first formal approach to the M inistry o f Housing (MOH), made in
February 1983 at the beginning o f the project, stated:
The Brotherhood feels it would be most appropriate for the Ministry to be involved in this
project as a major role of the Ministry is the housing of low-income, older people. In this
project, low-income older people are to have accommodation in an ordinary suburban house
which does not stand out from the rest of the community...
If the Ministry goes ahead with its involvement in the project and it is seen as a success, it
is hoped that the Ministry will see its way clear to promoting this form of housing for
low-income older people.
In April 1983, the Director o f Housing replied:
I received your letter on the above topic with interest. The Ministry of Housing has for
some time been eager to encourage development of a model of group housing for older
people who may prefer that style of living because of the companionship and mutual support
it offers ...
Subject to certain conditions being met, the Ministry would be pleased to allocate a house
to the program, either to the Brotherhood itself as a management group or to the residents
on a 'single and sharing' basis. Either way, the house would be considered as a 'special
allocation' of our stock, subject to review after 12 months. We would also have to assure
ourselves of several other matters such as the eligibility of residents for Ministry
accommodation and the satisfactory arrangements for replacement of vacating tenants. The
Ministry would also be unable to involve itself in the provision of care for residents, and I
note that your model provides for mutual support amongst residents and the use of Council
domiciliary services when appropriate ...
Thus encouraged, the Brotherhood began negotiating with the M inistry on two levels:
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on the development o f an appropriate rental formula, and on the acquisition o f a
suitable house through the M inistry's Spot Purchase Scheme.
Eligibility criteria for residents were not a problem: the Brotherhood's normal
admissions criteria for aged accommodation are very similar to the M inistry's (age,
low income, limited assets). N or did the Brotherhood's m odel require the M inistry to
provide support services.

Spof purchase of fhe Srunsw/c^ house
The concept o f Spot Purchase was introduced into the Housing Commission in 1980
as an alternative method of adding to the stock o f public housing. Hitherto the
Commission had relied on the construction o f new dwellings on large estates whose
land was either newly developed (especially on the urban fringes) or compulsorily
acquired for demolition and rebuilding (as high-rise or walk-up flats). The
disadvantages o f this practice were the resulting concentration o f public housing, its
identifiability and uniformity of design, and the poor range of locations available to
tenants. Partly because o f Council opposition, large areas o f M elbourne had no public
housing at all, despite the serious needs o f local citizens.
Spot Purchase is one strategy that has enabled the M inistry to overcome these
problems. Individual properties can be acquired as they come onto the market,
renovated to the M inistry's standards, and leased to tenants in the normal way. Such
properties are no longer identifiable as "welfare housing". Also, in areas such as the
inner suburbs where rising property values have been driving out the low-income
population, the Spot Purchase program is able to intervene to preserve the social mix.
In 1983-84, the Ministry acquired 561 dwellings through Spot Purchase at an
average cost o f $57 800. One o f these was the house acquired for the Shared Housing
Project in Brunswick.
(Spot Purchase is only one of the M inistry's new strategies for acquisition. The
others include: house and land packages; private design and construct; and
rehabilitation and infill housing. In 1983-84, the M inistry added 2605 dwellings to its
stock.)
The project officer began negotiations with the M inistry's Spot Purchase officers
in M ay 1983. A letter described the project's preferences:
Firstly, we need to look at the choice of an area for the house. As we have had extensive
discussions with Brunswick Council regarding the project, we would be most pleased if a
suitable house could be found in this area ... [other inner suburbs were then listed as
alternatives].
The type of house we require needs to be sufficiently large to allow at least four residents
to have their own rooms. Thus we would want at least a four-bedroom house. Preferably
the house would have a large living area, separate dining room, kitchen and toilet separate
from the bathroom.
Other relevant factors in choosing an appropriate house include proximity of the house to
local shops and public transport; the need for a minimum number of steps and floor levels
(a single-storey house); and that it is not on a steep hill.
By August, however, the M inistty's Spot Purchase Branch had not located any suitable
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properties. Those that were referred to the project officer turned out, on inspection,
either to have too few bedrooms and common spaces or to be unsuitably located. M ost
o f the single-storey houses in the inner suburbs have three bedrooms or fewer; where
a fourth bedroom exists it is often smaller, o r is a room that could otherwise be used
as a common living area. Also, the Spot Purchase Branch tended to rely on referrals
from estate agents who had been briefed on the M inistry's requirements. The normal
price lim it for a 4-bedroom house was $65 000, a fact known to the agents, and they
were not generally referting houses to the M inistry which exceeded these limits.
In August, the Spot Purchase Branch inspected a house in N orth Fitzroy, and the
Brotherhood's project officer agreed that in m ost respects it seemed entirely suitable.
However, the asking price, at $90 000, was beyond the M inistry's limits, and no deal
was concluded.
M eanwhile, the project officer had begun his own search through newspaper
advertisements and enquiries to agents. (This sharing o f responsibility between the
Spot Purchase Branch and community groups - particularly rental co-operatives - has
become an accepted practice. Its success depends on close co-operation between the
two parties and quick responses by the Branch when suitable properties are found.)
In Novem ber the project officer located a house in Barkly Street, Brunswick, which
m et the project's criteria. The Spot Purchase Branch inspected it and had it valued at
$72 000. The Branch is not authorised to pay more than such a valuation. In the event,
the M inistry was able to purchase the property for $65 000 at the beginning o f
December. Subsequent renovations, which brought the total bill to $85 000, were
completed in July 1984.
Spot Purchase, as an acquisitions program, m ust be distinguished from the
programs that categorise the use to which a dwelling is subsequently put. The M inistry
now has two programs in which dwellings can be tenanted on a shared basis: die
"Shared Housing Program" and the "Group Housing Program".

The Ministry's Group Housing Program
The Ministry of Housing (1987) describes the program as follows:
Group Housing is a community managed program in which the Ministry of Housing
provides shared accommodation for people with disabilities (physical, intellectual,
emotional) and the aged. The accommodation is managed on behalf of the Ministry of
Housing by a Management Committee...
There :'s no provision under the program /o r iive-in support. Residents must be able to live
relatively independently with only limited external support.
The philosophy underlying the Group Housing Program is identical to that of the
Brotherhood's project:
Group Homes are based on a philosophy of normalization. The underlying premise is that
individuals who require a supportive environment will benefit from an environment which
closely approximates a typical household in the community and which maximizes the
individual's right to determine his or her own life-style.
This type of living arrangement is based on all members of the household sharing the
responsibility for the operation of the house. One of the major management tasks is to ensure
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this occurs. In practical terms, this involves sharing living costs, household duties and
developing responsibility in terms of support for one another (Ministry of Housing 1987).

Properties allocated under the program are managed by community based groups who
are responsible for the day-to-day management on behalf o f the Ministry. This
includes selection o f residents, rent collection, and support to residents. In 1986 the
M inistry received forty-two applications, of which thirteen were approved. To date
the majority of approvals have been for groups of ex-psychiatric patients, with
approvals also being granted for groups of older people, youth, and persons with drug
related problems.
Rent for each bedroom in a group house is calculated as 20% o f the Invalid Pension,
Sickness Benefit or Aged Pension, with an inbuilt vacancy rate o f 15%. For example:
Invalid Pension

$102.10 per week

20% of income
less 15% of $20.42

$ 20.42
_______ $ 3.06
$ 17.36

The formula assumes that the majority o f residents under the Group Housing Program
are on a pension.

The Ministry's Shared Housing Program
Under this scheme rental accommodation is provided for groups of two to five single
people who wish to share a flat or house. A tenancy agreement is signed by each
m em ber o f the group. W hen a person leaves the house, the group is responsible for
finding other eligible people to fill the vacancy, and a new tenancy agreement m ust
be signed. If no replacement tenants are found within six weeks, the remaining tenants
m ay be charged extra rent to cover the vacancy. As at October 1986, the rental charged
was 20% o f the combined income o f all tenants up to a minimum wage o f $196, and
25% o f all income above that up to the m arket rental for the property.
It is under the M inistry's Shared Housing Program that the Brunswick house now
operates. Originally the Brotherhood leased the house from the M OH for a period o f
12 months, in order to establish the project. On 14 July 1985 the Brotherhood ceased
to be the lessee, and the residents became the direct tenants o f the M inistry under the
Shared Housing Program.
The rent paid in the Brunswick shared house is therefore calculated as follows: the
house is valued by the M inistry at a market rental o f $ 113 p.w.; the rent collected from
the four residents based on the M inistry's rental formula o f 20% o f combined income
is $104.80, i.e. approximately $26 p.w. each; the deficit is m et by the Ministry.

Implications for the Brotherhood's modei
It can be seen that older people are eligible for shared accommodation under both the
Group Housing Program (GHP) and the Shared Housing Program (SHP). Basically,
the difference between the two programs is that the members o f a household under
the SHP are direct tenants o f the Ministry, while the members o f a household under
the GHP are really the tenants o f a community-based management committee.
The difference is not unimportant. Under the M inistry's Group Housing Program
there needs to be a sponsor agency who will take responsibility for the day-to-day
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m anagem ent o f the house, which includes rent collection, filling o f vacancies, and
support to tenants. If maintained indefinitely, this level o f intervention would militate
against the level o f independence and autonomy which the Brotherhood's experience
suggests is both desirable and possible for services offering shared housing to older
people.
One solution to this problem could be the transfer o f the property from Group
Housing to Shared Housing. Once a house had been acquired by the M inistry and
m ade operational by a community group under the Group Housing Program, the lease
could then be transferred to the tenants under the Shared Housing Program. This is in
fact what the Brotherhood o f St Laurence arranged with the Brunswick house.
However, this solution is not without its drawbacks.
The different rent formulas applicable to the two programs m ay act as a disincentive
to transferring a house to the Shared Housing Program. Under the Shared Housing
Program, the M inistry charges 20% o f the household's combined income. If all the
tenants are on the Age Pension, each would pay around $20 per week.
U nder the Group Housing Program, the M inistry charges each tenant 20% o f the
relevant pension or benefit, less 15%. That is, a room occupied by a tenant on the Age
Pension would be charged around $17 per week. M ore precisely, the M inistry charges
the m anagement comm ittee this amount. This enables the m anagement committee to
charge its tenants at a som ew hat higher rate (up to 20% o f income) and to use the
difference between these two figures ($17 and $20) to cover the cost o f vacancies.
If the m anagement committee has in fact been charging its tenants a flat 20% of
their income, then the household could be transferred to the Shared Housing Program
without any change in rent levels. But if the m anagement committee has been charging
a low er amount, then there will be a financial disincentive against the transfer.
To summarise: if the concept o f autonomous shared households o f older people is
to be m ade viable, it m ay be necessary to review the M inistry's current programs. The
guidelines for the Group Housing and Shared Housing Programs could be altered so
as to encourage the transfer o f agency-sponsored households (once viable) to the
direct-tenure arrangements o f the Shared Housing Program.
The Brotherhood's experience suggests that such a transfer is both desirable and
feasible. However, its feasibility depends on certain factors. One would be the absence
o f financial disincentives. Another would be practical assistance to the household in
filling vacancies.
The current administration o f the Shared Housing Program m ay need to be modified
to minimise the problem o f vacancies. There could be an extension o f the six-week
period o f grace before the remaining tenants have to pay a higher rent. After all, even
during a vacancy in a 4-bedroom house, the M inistry would be collecting a higher rent
than if the house were occupied by a single low-income family.
Take for example a single m other with three dependent children living in a
3-bedroom M inistry house. The weekly income on the Supporting Parent Benefit
would be $155.90. According to the M inistry o f H ousing's rental formula the weekly
(rebated) rent would be $40.70. W ith three older people on an Age Pension in a similar
house under the M inistry's Shared Housing Program, the weekly rent paid would be
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$61.20. The M inistry collects $20.50 per week more from the shared house. This
substantially weakens the argument about the cost of vacancies.
It is also important to appreciate the difficulties that m ay be experienced by the
mem bers o f a shared household in trying to fill vacancies. Not only are the residents
responsible for finding a compatible person to share, but also one who is eligible for
M inistry assistance. The pressure to fill vacancies could lead to inappropriate choices
and high turnover o f residents, an outcome which is undesirable for both the household
and the Ministry.
The M inistry could therefore ensure that shared households were given assistance
in filling vacancies. The development o f regional waiting lists, promotion of the
concept o f shared housing by the Ministry, and assistance with advertising by
individual households would be helpful.

chapter o Som e Agency
tssu e s
This section deals with four issues relevant to an agency considering a project similar
to the Brotherhood's: costs compared with other forms of independent housing for
older people; filling vacancies and terminating residencies; and the desirable degree
o f agency intervention in a shared household.

A cost comparison
The costs o f shared housing could be compared either with the cost o f self-contained
accommodation for single people or with the cost o f hostel accommodation.

Cap/fa/ cosfs
According to the Nursing Homes and Hostels Review (Dept o f Community Services
1986, p.100), the capital cost of building a hostel is about $32 000 for a single-person
unit. The Commonwealth meets about half that cost under the Aged o r Disabled
Persons Homes Act.
The M inistty o f Housing estimates the construction costs o f Elderly Persons Units
to be about $48 500, but this figure does not include the cost o f land. Land for Elderly
Persons Units is generally donated by local councils.
The combined cost o f the two houses bought by the Brotherhood in 1983 and 1984
was $200 500. Divided among seven residents, the capital cost was $28600 per
resid en t.
In 1985-86, the M inistry o f Housing spot-purchased three inner-suburban
3-bedroom houses for around $74 000 each. The cost per resident would be $24 700.
Thus the capital cost o f providing shared housing appears to be less than the cost
o f providing either self-contained single-person accommodation or hostel
accommodation.
This is not surprising. The savings occur because the residents in a shared house
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are sharing the kitchen, bathroom, laundry and lounge. However compact the design,
the cost o f the kitchen and bathroom in a self-contained single-person unit is bound
to prove more expensive, per resident, than shared facilities.

f?ect/rre/7f cosfs
It is possible to compare the costs incurred by the Brotherhood's shared houses with
the costs o f self-contained flats. The Brotherhood owns a block of thirty self-contained
single and double flats in Fitzroy (Keble Court) tenanted by elderly people.
It can be seen that the recurrent costs per resident are quite similar: $269 for the
shared houses, $280 for the flats. (The residents in the shared houses pay their own
gas and electricity bills, but the rent in the flats is slightly higher.) The cost of
maintenance on the shared houses is higher, but this item includes certain upgrading
expenses (such as awnings and blinds).
Sfa/%'/7<7 ccsfs
In order to m ake a useful comparison between staffing costs, it would be necessary to
assume that the three types o f accommodation are catering to roughly the same
population. (This is also true for comparing capital costs.) As this study argues, there
is an overlap between the populations catered to by hostels and shared housing; some
hostel residents would be capable o f living in shared housing, and some o f the tenants
in shared housing would be eligible for hostels. There is probably m ore overlap
between these two populations than there is between hostels and single-person
accommodation (such as the Keble Court flats) given the extent o f mutual support
possible for frailer tenants in a shared house.
Tabie 18 Comparative Financia! Statements year ended 30 June 1986
Shared housing________ Keble Court
^er Resident Total
Total
/?er Resident
S
S
$
S
Income
40 426.39 1 225.04
Accommodation fees
8 400.91 1 200.13
Accommodation Expenses
84.75
2.57
Gas
509.27
15.43
Electricity
140.64
982.30
29.77
Telephone
20.09
214.17
Rates
1 499.21
6 286.24
190.49
Insurance
246.00
35.14
1 313.00
39.79
62.61
1.90
Cleaning
1885.85
9 238.17
279.95
269.40
Surplus
Before Depreciation and Maintenance
6 515.06
930.73
31188.22
945.09
181.14
4085.14
5977.54
583.59
Depreciation
155.92
3926.33
560.90
5145.47
Maintenance
608.03
Net Surp!us/(Deficit
(1496.41) (213.77) 20 065.21
No. of Residents
Land & Buildings
Purchase date
Purchase price
Annual depreciation
Remaining years depreciation

7
1983/84
200 496.09
4085.14
37/38

33
1961
226 159.00
5997.54
15
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In the two 40-bed hostels run by the Brotherhood, staffing costs are about $5500
per resident per annum.
In the shared housing project, a half-time project officer was employed. The project
officer's duties did not include the provision o f routine services such as housekeeping;
rather the tasks were to organise the purchase and upgrading o f the houses, the
selection of the residents and ongoing liaison. By contrast, m ost o f the staffing costs
o f a hostel are housekeeping costs (cleaning, catering, laundry, and assistance to frailer
residents). Hence a direct comparison betw een staffing costs has lim ited value.
Nevertheless, the Brotherhood's staffing costs for the shared housing project came to
about $1170 per resident per annum.
A m ore accurate comparison could be m ade by including the costs o f domiciliary
services. Some o f the residents in each o f the shared houses have received Home Help
and M eals on W heels from their local council. Residents pay for this out o f their
pension. Domiciliary services are subsidised by the Commonwealth via the Home and
Community Care Program.

Terminating a residency
Any agency thinking about setting up a shared housing program will have to consider
this question. W hat happens if a resident fails to pay the rent, or is regarded as
disruptive, or is thought to be too frail to continue living there? During the three years
that the Brotherhood's Shared Housing Project has been operational at least three
residents have been evicted because o f rental arrears or m ajor household conflict (one
due to alcohol-related problems). The Brotherhood was in the fortunate position of
having adequate resources at its disposal to locate alternative accommodation for the
ex-resident.
The situation is somewhat different when a resident becomes too frail to m aintain
an independent existence within the shared household. Once again, the Brotherhood
was in the position o f being able to provide hostel care when this situation arose. For
organisations without these resources, other arrangements m ust be made. It would be
sensible to develop good links with other service providers in the region.
Terminating a residency is not always a clear-cut procedure. F or example, who is
responsible for deciding w hether a resident should leave? Tw o options are
identifiable: either the residents should be entirely responsible for any such decisions,
or the sponsor agency should intervene.
The first option is to adhere to the principle o f non-intervention. The onus would
then be on the residents to m ake decisions regarding their living situation and carry
them out.
If a staff person is provided by the agency to offer support and assistance to tenants,
then the other option is for the agency to intervene. W hen the situation arose in one
o f the Brotherhood's shared houses, a "house meeting" was conducted with
Brotherhood staff present. In this case the other residents decided that the person
should vacate the house and requested the Brotherhood to m ake the necessary
arrangements.
The attempt to clarify the agency's role in this m atter goes straight to the principle
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of normalisation. If the agency is committed to normalisation, then it will try to restrict
its intervention to the plane of normal landlord-tenant relations. A tenant's failure to
pay the rent will be possible grounds for terminating the tenancy, but a tenant's state
o f health will not.
In Victorian law, the Equal Opportunity A ct would be relevant. U nder Section 30,
it is unlawful for a landlord to discriminate against a tenant on the grounds o f "status".
Status includes any physical and mental impairment, whether it arose before o r during
the tenancy. Discrimination would include eviction or any other detriment. But
discrimination is not unlawful if the impaired person would be able to use the
accommodation only with substantial risk o f injury to him self or herself, or with
unreasonable risk o f injury to others. W hat would amount to a "substantial" or
"unreasonable" risk of injury would be a question for a tribunal to decide on the facts
o f a particular case, but it is clearly the intention of the legislation to prevent
discrimination against a tenant whose mental or physical health had declined, unless
the decline posed the risk of some actual injury.
Thus, at least in Victoria, it could be unlawful for an agency to intervene in a shared
household in order to remove a tenant against their will, except in accordance with the
Residential Tenancies Act (e.g. for non-payment o f rent). It could therefore be
unlawful for an agency to draw up a special lease for the tenants o f a shared household
with provisions giving the agency the unilateral right to decide whether the tenant was
physically or mentally fit to remain.
In practice, o f course, an agency's intervention is more likely to take the form of
persuasion than coercion. But it is still important for the agency to consider how far
it ought to intervene in these matters, if at all. The case for a non-interventionist m odel
would run as follows. The agency's m ain role is to provide and maintain the dwelling,
and to set up the household. Once set up, the household's internal dynamics are not
the agency's responsibility. The agency should explain this to the tenants. The
agency's staff m ay be given responsibility to m aintain contact with the members o f
the household, including help with filling vacancies. But the staff will not assume any
pow er to arbitrate in disputes between residents. If a resident wants advice on finding
alternative accommodation, this will certainly be provided. The question o f persuading
a resident to leave (e.g. to go into a hostel) will be dealt with on exactly the same basis
as if the person were living in a household unconnected with the agency.
This non-interventionist model is not without its problems. The main problem is
that the agency, having set up the household, is likely to feel a moral responsibility
towards its welfare. And the residents may feel that the agency owes them some duty
if the situation becomes difficult. If this is merely the duty to help them find alternative
accommodation, there is no problem; the awkward case is when one resident demands
that another be removed. But this is exactly where the principle o f non-intervention
can claim to be a useful guide: in a dispute between residents, the agency has no
guarantee o f producing a more ju st result by intervening than by staying out.

Fitting vacancies
In the Brotherhood's experience, when a vacancy existed in either the Essendon or
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Brunswick house (both 4-bedroom houses) the remaining residents were reluctant to
locate another tenant. This was particularly so when the house was functioning well
w ith only three residents. However, this was not the experience with the Richmond
house (a 3-bedroom house). W hen a vacancy existed the two remaining tenants
appeared quite keen to fill it.
It is not possible to draw any absolute conclusions about the dynamics o f the
situation from such a small sample. Perhaps the groups function better with only three
people, but this is not conclusive.
W hen the residents are reluctant to fill an existing vacancy, the sponsor agency has
a dilemma. Persuasion to fill vacancies contradicts the idea of an autonomous
household to some extent. On the other hand, if rent is charged on an individual basis,
the agency receives less money from rent when there is a vacancy.
The M inistry o f Housing (as discussed in Chapter 9) has tackled this problem by
allowing a six to eight week period o f grace. Extra rent is then charged to cover the
loss incurred by having an empty bedroom. This formula still puts pressure on the
residents to fill the vacancy but does nevertheless allow for some choice. One resident
in the Brunswick house expressed a preference for paying the extra rent rather than
having a fourth resident. This preference would imply a rental increase in the vicinity
o f $8 p.w. (compared with individual rents o f $25 p.w.) when divided evenly between
the three remaining residents. However, as explained by one resident in another house:
I am worried because I heard that if the room is vacant for too long then the rest of us have
to foot the cost of the room. 1don't want to rush into taking anyone but I'm worried in case
we have to pay the extra rent.
Paying the extra rent m ay not be acceptable to some residents, and would be
comparatively more expensive in a 3-bedroom house, where the remaining two tenants
had to cover the cost.
The dilemma deserves some consideration. Is the sponsor agency prepared to
accept a loss in rent to uphold the principle o f resident autonomy? Or is it more in
keeping with the principle o f normalisation that residents pay extra rent for vacancies,
as would happen if they were renting on the private market? Is the policy adopted by
the M inistry o f Housing a good compromise?

Pressures towards intervention
From the discussion about term inating a tenancy, it can be seen that an agency's
commitment to non-intervention can be problematic. At different times, both the
Brotherhood's project officers found that non-intervention required a deliberate act
o f will. The pressure came from both sides: from the project officer's knowledge o f
the household's current problem, and from the household's direct request for outside
intervention.
It would be misleading to argue that non-intervention is the best way to produce a
"consensual" or "democratic" result. Rather, the argument is that the project officer
has no guarantee o f being able to make a better decision than the residents themselves.
Often, there is no satisfactory solution anyhow. For example, if one person is at odds
with the other three, it is not necessarily better to advise the household to work towards
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reconciliation than to persuade the person to move out. For one thing, the virtue o f
shared housing as a model is that people are comparatively free to come and go. There
m ay be more value in maintaining this atmosphere than in placing a high value on
household stability and therefore making determined efforts to reconcile people's
differences - particularly if this implies a continuing and higher level o f outside
intervention.
Should a shared household be run democratically? The Brotherhood's project
design assumed, at least as an ideal, that all members o f the household would
participate equally. But in two households, a more dominant person has tended to
emerge. In one o f them, the turnover in residents has magnified the phenomenon: the
perceived status of the incoming residents is probably closer to that o f private lodgers
than co-tenants.
This is not necessarily a problem. It can be argued that a "normalised" shared
household with a dominant head tenant is more acceptable than an "institutionalised"
m odel in which the staff or the management committee dominate. A t any rate, the
Brotherhood's project should challenge the type o f thinking which sees no problem
in the professionally-controlled service but worries about a shared household not being
a perfect m odel of group participation.
Tw o other points should be noted. Firstly, the agency' s tenancy agreement with the
household ensures that all residents meet the eligibility criteria (which are the same
as for public housing). Secondly, the emergence o f a m ore dominant resident is merely
a tendency: it depends more on personalities than on structural factors.

C hapter!

C O n C !U S !0 !1

The Shared Housing Project was an experiment in less institutional approaches to aged
care. It was perceived as filling a gap in current arrangements. O n the one hand
Australia has had a long tradition, within the government, private, and voluntary
sectors, o f providing housing for independent older people, usually in the form o f
single-person flats and units. Examples in Victoria are the M inistry of H ousing's
Elderly Persons Units and granny flats, the growth o f strata-titled units in the private
sector, and the Brotherhood's own settlements at Carrum Downs and Lara. These
services are primarily designed to m eet a /mMsing need - a need for self-contained,
manageable and affordable accommodation. On the other hand, there is an equally
long tradition o f
care that is based on a very different model. This model
is typified by the voluntary-sector hostel: a purpose-built establishment housing
twenty to forty people in small separate bedrooms (recently with en-suite bathrooms)
and employing a small staff to provide all meals, cleaning, laundry, shopping, and
(where needed) assistance with such personal-care tasks as bathing and grooming.
The gap identified by the Brotherhood is between the self-contained housing
provided for independent people wishing to live alone and the congregate care
provided for people for whom this is not (or is no longer) an option.
However, the project also implied a critique o f the traditional model o f residential
care. W as it necessarily true that the best solution to the declining independence of
elderly people is the hostel or nursing home? Two factors suggested that it was not.
Firstly, only a minority o f older people are to be found in any form o f residential care.
The evidence is that most people resist the loss o f independence for as long as possible
and, one way or another, the majority succeed in remaining in the community all their
lives. The availability and adequacy o f support services (formal or informal) is usually
the determining factor. Housing problems, particularly among the 8% who are not
hom e owners, is the other factor. Secondly, life within institutions has been subjected
to considerable criticism. Its disadvantages include the loss o f autonomy, the loss of
privacy, and the need to adapt to a set o f comm on rules and rituals designed as m uch
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for the convenience o f staff as for the comfort o f the residents.
One strategy for reforming residential care has been to reduce its scale. The aim
has been to create a smaller, more personal setting while continuing to provide a
sim ilar range o f services. An example is the Abbeyfield model. While this m odel has
undoubted advantages, it does not seem to tackle the underlying problem of
institutional life. A household o f around eight people is qualitatively different from a
household o f three or four; individuals are likely to have die same lack o f control over
the entry o f new residents as is the case in a hostel; and the live-in housekeeper will
tend to assume the role o f head o f the household. Residents may be represented on a
management committee, but this m erely underlines the "non-private" nature o f the
dwelling. (Private homes are not run by management com m ittees.)
This is not to say that such models are unnecessary. Given that most elderly people
are confronted widi difficult choices between a desire for independence and a need
for support and security, in circumstances where few solutions are ideal, and given
that individual preferences vary, there is clearly room for a variety o f models.
The intention o f the Shared Housing Project was to create an alternative that would
appeal to people faced with these hard choices who would prefer a greater measure
o f autonomy at the cost o f less secure reliance on professional care.
On these terms, the project has proved to be successful. The num ber of people in
each household (three or four) has been small enough to eliminate an institutional
atmosphere and large enough to create a sense of mutual security. N o household has
found it necessary to devise a set o f formal house rules o r hold house meetings,
although the domestic arrangements in each house have evolved in a similar pattern.
The pattern is not particularly "communal" in the sense o f regularly dining together
or doing the shopping in common. However, in two of the houses one person has
agreed to cook and shop for another person.
Unlike Frances B aum 's findings in a study of shared households o f younger people,
the division o f labour has tended to be rather traditional. It could be argued that this
is a reflection o f the extent to which the shared household allows individuals to create
certain aspects o f a substitute family structure - a fairly traditional family, to be sure.
The experience of sharing has demanded its own trade-off between autonomy, on
the one hand, and the security and company o f other people. This is why the model
would not suit everyone. Individuals must be prepared to accept the frictions o f shared
responsibility for housekeeping tasks - the annoyance o f other people's habits and the
possibility o f being criticised for not doing one's own share, for example. But the
evidence is that this trade-off has its advantages, compared with either the experience
o f living alone or the experience o f institutional life.
M any elderly people living alone, as they become frailer or suffer depression, run
the danger o f ceasing to look after themselves. There is a risk, for example, that they
can no longer be bothered to cook nutritious meals, or even to eat the meals delivered
by the Council. Dinner for one is a lonely and tedious business. The stimulation o f
other people's company in a shared household, with its implied standards o f everyday
life, can act as a powerful counter to these tendencies.
The project can be regarded, from one point o f view, as primarily a housing service.
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It is very m uch a "normalised" type o f housing: the houses are normal dwelling stock
and the residents have a normal landlord/tenant relationship with the owner (the
Brotherhood or the M inistry o f Housing). They have the same rights and duties as
other tenants governed by the Residential Tenancies Act.
Although the Brotherhood, in co-operation with local government, took
responsibility for setting up the houses and selecting the first residents, each household
has subsequently m oved towards assuming greater control over filling vacancies.
Housing and welfare staff in the Brotherhood and local government have acted mainly
as referral sources, leaving the outcome to negotiations between the interested person
and the existing household. A t different times, each house has also filled vacancies
through other channels, including word o f m outh and newspaper advertisements.
W hile this process has had no guarantee o f success (that is, o f choosing a compatible
person) it has proved quite viable. Again, there is an inevitable trade-off between
household compatibility, stability, and tenant control over the selection process.
The selection process has not necessarily been controlled equally by all the
residents. In one house a de facto "head tenant" has definitely emerged. This is also a
comm on experience in younger shared households. To the extent that it diminishes
the status o f the other residents, it is certainly a problem inherent in the model,
particularly if the sponsoring agency remains committed to the principle of
non-intervention. Nevertheless, the nature of the tenancy agreement makes it possible
to control one important aspect o f the project: the restriction o f eligibility to older
people on low incomes with few assets. (But legally such a restriction m ay only be
binding in the public rental sector in Victoria.)
Residents have come from two m ain backgrounds. H alf were formerly living alone
in a privately rented house, flat or room, and h alf were boarding with relatives. The
extent to which the project has appealed to the second group is an indication o f their
desire for greater independence. The motivations o f the first group (people living
alone) were usually connected to an immediate housing problem (high rent or
impending disposal o f the premises).
It is difficult to quantify the demand for shared housing. Both groups from which
the project has drawn residents comprise significant minorities o f the aged population.
About 8% o f the older population are private tenants and about 4% are boarding with
their families.
On a different basis o f classification, 34% of 65 to 69-year-olds are single people,
mostly hom e owners, but also tenants. Because o f the project's eligibility criteria,
hom e owners were excluded. According to local government workers connected to
the project, there is a latent demand for shared housing among owner-occupiers living
alone. In America, a considerable num ber o f agencies have been formed to cater to
this group. The same potential m ay exist in Australia. However, different models
would need to be developed in order to deal with such questions as the relative status
o f boarders sharing a house with an owner-occupier. These problem s were less
relevant to the B rotherhood's project, where all residents were co-tenants.
One of the m ain advantages of shared housing is the ability to provide varying
levels o f support. No routine housekeeping is provided. Individual residents,
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according to need and eligibility, have been able to use the normal range o f domiciliary
services. It is probable that the household's combined need for outside services has
been less than if each person were living alone, because o f the informal sharing
arrangements for housekeeping.
The cost o f the project appears reasonable. A comparison with the Brotherhood's
hostels and independent flats showed that shared housing had lower capital costs,
low er staffing costs, and similar recurrent costs for bills and maintenance.
Finally, consumer satisfaction seems to be quite high. O f the residents who left the
shared houses for various reasons, many still saw it as a positive experience. One
ex-resident stated:
I loved that place. I hadn't heard of shared housing before, but it sounded so nice. You can
do your own thing and you don't have to tell people what you are doing.

Appendix
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This is the original project design, adopted by the Brotherhood in 1983. Note that the title of
the project was later changed from Group Housing Program to Shared Housing Program.
PROPOSAL FOR A GROUP HOUSING PROGRAM FOR OLDER PEOPLE
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Background
Small Group Housing in Australia
Current Housing and Living Arrangements for Older People in Australia
Policy Issues
Principles Underlying Proposal
Objectives of Group Housing Program
Outline, and Implementation of Program

/caw EMer
P roject Officer

July 1983

Background
The Brotherhood of St Laurence has for many years provided a range of accommodation
facilities for older people. These currently include a rooming house with resident supervisor,
supervised self-contained flats, self-contained flats and flatlets (but no resident supervisor),
cottages on the two major settlements (Lara and Carrum Downs), and several hostels.
These facilities have met the housing needs of a variety of older people, particularly those
who have limited assets. However, in recent years, it has become evident that there is an
increasing number of older people who have housing needs which are not met by the existing
accommodation options. This group consists of low-income, older people who do not wish to
live alone in a self-contained unit or in a boarding house situation, nor do they wish to become
part of a large institutional setting (such as a hostel), but who would prefer to live with a few
other people in a shared housing situation. In some instances, these older people have lived in
a family situation but, for one reason or another, they are unable to continue this arrangement.
Many would also prefer to live in the neighbourhood they know and within which their
friendships and support networks are established. The Brotherhood's accommodation officer,
based in Fitzroy, estimates that there are approximately five to ten enquiries a month from
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people whose requests could be met by an alternative housing option - small group housing.
In an evaluation of some of the Brotherhood's current accommodation facilities, one
conclusion reached was:
The experience of the Moore Street residents suggests that non-supervised communal living is a
possibility, and one that may provide residents with a comfortable Mend of independence and
companionsMp. They may, however, need some professional assistance to develop communal
activities. (Montague 1982, p.179)

This proposal describes a group housing program which it is hoped would test out the viability
of this approach in meeting these accommodation needs.

S/na// group hous/np /n Australia
Small groups of unrelated people residing together in ordinary suburban houses is not new in
Australia. Many young people have chosen this lifestyle as their preferred housing option. It
has also been adopted by those in the mental health Held as a supportive housing environment
for people with a variety of disabilities. Similarly, small group housing for severely physically
disabled people has become more widespread throughout the country.
However, as a housing option for older people, it is a relatively new phenomenon. There
are few documented examples of where this approach has been adopted. The City of Waverley,
a municipality of Sydney, has operated a number of group homes for nearly four years. In their
experience:
The success of the program is evidenced by the number of aged people, both male and female, that
have requested accommodation and are currently waiting for a vacancy to occur, or additional homes
to be established.

In Victoria, the Uniting Church of Australia has established a group house, "Govett House",
in Sandringham. Accommodation is provided for Hve older people in an ordinary suburban
house. There is a management committee consisting of local parish people and a professional
social worker. There is no resident staff person, but members of the committee assist with
shopping and other chores. The main meal is delivered to the house each day, and residents
prepare their own breakfast and evening meals. A paid staff member comes for two hours
every Saturday to prepare and cook the mid-day meal and to do the general cleaning.
The recently established Abbeyfield Society in Australia (based on the British society of
the same name) is another organisation that endorses the concept of group living for older
people. However, central to the concept of the AbbeyHeld house is the live-in housekeeper.
Again, residents have their own rooms and are encouraged to share in preparation of meals
and in running the house. A local committee of management, including a resident
representative, oversees the management of each Abbeyfield house. The AbbeyHeld Society
in Victoria is currently preparing a strategy plan to examine the ways AbbeyHeld houses might
be established in Australia.
Before outlining details about the proposed pilot project, it is important that it is placed in
the overall context of current housing and living arrangements for older people in Australia,
and that the policy issues underlying the project are described.

Currant /taus/np and Z/V/nparranpan7ants for o/dar paap/a /n Austra/ia
The majority of people aged sixty years or more are home owners, with some three-quarters
of this age group living in their own homes. A further ten percent of older people reside in
some form of institutional accommodation, including nursing homes, hostels, and other
speciHc purpose housing. The final group of older people comprise those who are either
renting, boarding (sleeping quarters and meals) or lodging (sleeping quarters only).
A national survey conducted in 1974 provided a wealth of data about the housing
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characteristics of older people. Although there have been new developments since this time
(notably with "equity", or resident funded housing schemes for the more affluent aged), the
findings of this survey still reflect the overall situation. It was found that the fifteen percent of
non-institutionalised aged who rent, are in far more difficult circumstances than those who
own houses. They generally have fewer social resources with only one-third being married,
and their average incomes are less than those of owners. Average housing costs are much
higher among renters than owners. The majority of older people who rent are private tenants
(in 1974, this figure was 9% of the aged), with 6% renting from government agencies, and 1%
from relatives. Thoserentingprivately pay much higher proportions of their income in housing,
have little security of tenure and commonly live in poor housing conditions either because of
a fear of moving or an inability to find a better dwelling.
The circumstances of older boarders are very different for those who depend on the private
market rather than families or government. Nearly half of older boarders and lodgers pay no
rent, indicative that at least an equivalent number are living with relatives. The Aged Persons'
Housing Survey found that the most liked housing feature of older boarders was, "living with
family". However, this living arrangement is not a viable option for many older people.
The plight of older boarders and lodgers depending on the private market is even more
difficult than that of the private renter. The 1974 survey found that only 10% of this group
were married, and their incomes were even lower than those of renters. Their accommodation
usually consists of a very small single room occasionally shared, in large, deteriorated older
houses or former hostels. The costs of room and board often take most of the single age pension
resulting in this group of older people having little income to spend on other activities,
heightening the lack of choice and control over their lives. Hal Kendig writes, "The apparent
satisfaction of many older boarders, despite very poor living conditions, results mainly from
very low expectations and a lack of alternatives or the means to obtain them."
This brief description of the housing characteristics of older people highlights the
vulnerable situation of older people who are living alone and privately renting, boarding in
lodgings. However, it does not explore the needs of those low-income, older people who own
their own homes, but who cannot continue to live alone. As outlined under "Background", this
group of older people also have limited options in finding suitable alternatives.
This proposal then sets out a housing program which attempts to meet the needs of people
in both these general categories.

Po//cy issues
The previous section has given a broad description of the current housing arrangements of
older people in Australia. In summary, it highlighted that older people, who are living alone
and are privately renting, boarding or lodging, are the most vulnerable group of aged people.
In Victoria the supply of alternative accommodation for this group is provided by the
Ministry of Housing's low rental, pensioner units (both "granny flats" and independent units
in block developments), hostel beds provided by government and voluntary organisations, and
subsidised, independent living units provided by voluntary welfare organisations. Nursing
homes are seen as providing a health service and are not included as alternative
accommodation.
It has been estimated that in 1981 specialised independent living unit capacity in Victoria
was 62.0 per 1000 of persons aged 65 or more, of which 50.7 per 1000 elderly was provided
by government or by voluntary welfare organisations other than those involved in "resident
funded" schemes.
However, the spread of independent living units is most unevenly provided across the state
and there is still a significant shortfall of provision for older people of limited income and
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limited assets. It has been estimated that the level of need for low rental pensioner units is
about 50.0 bed/person per 1000 elderly whereas the Ministry of Housing was anticipated as
providing 24.9 per 1000 in 1981, i.e. the estimated backlog of need for Ministry of Housing
low rental, pensioner units was 6300 in 1981.
Hostel type accommodation of all types was estimated to have achieved 42.2 beds per 1000
aged 65 years or more in 1981. This is considered to be close to meeting the state-wide level
of need except for isolated pockets of deficiency.
In summary, current alternative supply of accommodation in Victoria is not meeting the
estimated need for independent living housing for low-income, older people. Secondly, the
proposed alternatives, "granny flats" and blocks of purpose-build independent units, are very
costly capital investment programs. It is considered that there is a need for low capital cost
alternatives which more effectively utilise existing housing stock. The proposed group housing
program is one such alternative which, if successful, could help overcome the geographical
mal-distribution of alternative accommodation by making use of existing housing stock
throughout Victorian municipalities. A future policy issue may be to argue that subsidies paid
under the Aged or Disabled Persons' Homes Act 1954-76 be made available to municipalities
to cover capital expenditure on making alterations and equipping houses for group living.
A second policy issue is concerned with what is meant by "small group living". In our
society, the major focus of group living is that of living within families. Older people reflect
this general pattern. In 1979, it was found that approximately one-half of those aged 65 or
more lived with their spouses, about 16% lived with other family members or other persons,
and about 25% lived alone (the balance of nearly 8% lived in institutions). In policy terms, the
options for those older people who are unable, or unwilling, to continue living alone are seen
as either being cared for by family or being institutionalised (e.g. hostels, special
accommodation houses or nursing homes). In some situations, neither of these options are
appropriate, or possible, for an older person. It is considered that the small group house offers
an alternative that is not "institutional" and yet offers similar emotional and physical supports
to that offered by a family. The experience of the City of Waverley's program confirms this
belief.
As small group living, outside the family situation, has not been a common practice in our
society, it is predicted that there will be difficulties with both:
* getting the concept of group living accepted as a viable alternative to those seeking new
forms of accommodation, and
* assisting some individuals to adjust to the new lifestyle.
In discussions with staff associated with the Waverley group housing schemes and Govett
House, these issues were raised. In both instances, it was felt the difficulties would be
overcome. The City of Waverley now has quite a waiting list of people wanting to move into
their group houses which is one indicator that older people have accepted this form of housing.
With the question of adjusting to the new communal lifestyle, the general finding was that
conflicts did emerge, but that residents could resolve them, jut as family conflicts can be
resolved. In their experience, there were very few individuals who could not adjust to the group
living situation.
It seems a more important issue is to gain detailed information about the kind of professional
assistance that is needed to give older people the opportunities to develop communal living
skills. The crucial areas that need to be explored in this project concern:
* the ways in which older people could establish a home together (including the kinds of
older people who would welcome and adjust to this kind of living);
* the forms of professional assistance needed to help older people develop communal living
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skills; and
* the kinds of domiciliary services which may be appropriate, the way they should be
delivered and, in particular, the relevance of domiciliary services to a co-operative
situation.
Pr/nc/p/es uncfe/Vy/bgr the proposal
1 With both Govett house and the Abbeyfield houses, although residents participate in the
decision making process, final decision making and control is vested with the management
committee consisting of a majority of non-resident members. This proposal aims to look
at an approach which emphasises to a much greater degree the autonomy of the residents.
This means that control over day to day management of the group houses will primarily
be vested in the residents.
2 Another important principle is that the house give the tenants security of tenure. Security
of tenure is seen as a basic right and should exist in any house set up under the auspices of
the Brotherhood.
3 The group houses must not be identified in any way as Brotherhood houses, but remain
unlabelled, ordinary suburban homes.
4 It is important that, as far as practical, residents of each group house come from, or have
some association with, the locality in which the house is based.
5 The total charges for the accommodation should not exceed 25% of income.
OP/ecf/Ves of fhe proop Poos/npp/upra/n
The major objectives of the program are as follows:
1 To undertake an analysis of the group living process as it is lived out in the particular houses
set up by the Brotherhood.
2 l b explore a variety of shared housing arrangements with regard to:
* cost,
* tenure arrangements,
* structure and support, and
'.security of tenure.
3 To analyse the issues and problems involved in setting up and supporting sharing housing.
4 l b promote the widespread development of small group housing for certain types of older
people.
The detailed objectives are:
1 l b demonstrate, through an analysis of the group living process, that in the particular houses
set up by the Brotherhood these older people can manage and control small group hous
ing co-operatively.
2 l b demonstrate that small group housing can be a secure, low cost accommodation option
for certain groups of older people.
3 Tb analyse what is needed in terms of structure and support in order to provide secure, low
cost, small group housing.
4 1b consider issues such as:
* Information regarding the kinds of older people who could best adjust to and enjoy this
style of living.
* The differing kinds of external support structures that may be required (e.g. in terms of
professional skills and domiciliary services).
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* The most appropriate type of tenancy agreement.
5 To actively promote the development of co-operatively run small group houses for older
people by:
* developing models that, whilst in keeping with the principles outlined earlier, are replic
able by other groups in the community;
* developing operating guidelines suitable for use by voluntary agencies, municipal gov
ernment, and other interested organisations;
* encouraging and supporting relevant groups who are interested in the concept; and
* working with relevant government bodies re future funding options which might encour
age more widespread development of small group homes throughout Australia.
Ouf//ne and /mp/emenfaf/on of program
1 It is proposed that the Brotherhood obtain three houses for the project by the following
means:
* that one house is bought by the Brotherhood (funding is to be sought for this house);
* that the Brotherhood ask that the Ministry of Housing supply a house for the project; and
* that a local council be invited to supply a house for the project.
The houses need to be sufficiently large to allow four to six residents to have their own
rooms. There should also be a large living area, separate dining room (or sufficiently large
kitchen/dining area), and toilet separate from the bathroom.
Other relevant factors include proximity of the house to local shops and public transport;
the need for a minimum number of steps and floor levels in the house; and the need for a
house that is not built on a steep hill.
The criteria for the choice of localities will include such issues as:
* evidence of housing needs of older people in the locality;
* degree of interest in, and support for, the project from the municipal welfare/domiciliary
services;
- the range of alternative accommodation that may exist; and
* whether the municipality contains suitably located, large houses.
2 A professional staff person be appointed, half-time on a 2-year period within the Brother
hood's Services Division to assist with the development of the pilot project. This person
must be experienced in working with older people and have particular skills and interest
in allowing older people to control and manage their own lives.
The group homes project officer will be responsible to the Director of Community Ser
vices. Discussion on management issues will also involve the Admissions Officer, Re
search Officer and other relevant personnel.
3 The Social Policy & Research Department of the Brotherhood to provide research assist
ance equivalent to 60 days per year in order that the pilot project is effectively evaluated.
The evaluation will be concerned with Objectives 2-3.
4 A project advisory committee be established under the Brotherhood's auspice to provide
general support and oversight. Membership of this committee to include representatives
from the Brotherhood's Services (the project manager and the project officer), the Munici
pal Association of Victoria, VICOTA, Abbeyfield Society of Victoria, the Extended Care
Division of the Health Commission and the two municipalities where the group homes are
established. Both the Brotherhood research worker and the group homes officer would at
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tend these monthly committee meetings. The function of this committee would be to give
support and advice to the project worker (particularly in the establishment phase of the
program), and to assist with the ongoing work of promoting small group housing as a viable
alternative form of accommodation for older people. This advisory committee would have
no management responsibility for the project.
The initial phase of the professional worker's role will be to refine the criteria for selec
tion of localities, assist in choosing the houses, arrange for them to be adequately furnished
and renovated (if required), select the initial residents and arrange for a "phasing in" peri
od (i.e not all six residents move in together), work with residents in establishing co-oper
ative management practices in running the houses, and establish good working
relationships with relevant municipal welfare/domiciliary staff. Once the houses are func
tioning, the professional worker's role will be one of assisting residents with maintaining
their chosen co-operative styles of running the house, assisting residents in making links,
where appropriate, with other services or groups in the municipality and in conjunction
with the Brotherhood's research worker, keeping appropriate records about the develop
mental process and the costs of the project.
An ongoing role of the worker will be to liaise with other organisations and individuals
concerned with small group housing for older people, e.g. Abbeyfield Society in Victoria.
In the final stages of the pilot project, a research report will be prepared by the Brother
hood's research worker. The project worker (with assistance from residents and the re
search worker) will be responsible for developing guidelines suitable for widespread
distribution to municipalities and other organisations with the potential to develop this form
of housing.
The final phase of the two-year project period would involve the project worker, older resi
dents if they choose to assist, and other relevant Brotherhood staff in actively promoting
the small group housing content. This would involve using a variety of strategies and hence
would require the skills of other Brotherhood staff, e.g. the media officer, public relations
staff, as well as social policy and research expertise.
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Sl;nred
Pn'pufr Li/f evaluates an experimental shared housing project,
run by the Brotherhood of St Laurence, and designed to explore a new
option in housing for older people.
Shared housing for older people (and other groups with special needs)
simply means a small group of unrelated people living together in a
non-institutionalised setting.
This evaluation:
* relates the experiences of some 24 tenants in the project, their attitudes
to sharing, and the domestic arrangements that evolved;
* describes how the project was set up (finding suitable housing,
selecting tenants, and developing a low-key style of management);
* discusses the place of shared housing within the spectrum of aged
housing and welfare services; and
* develops some criteria for measuring the relative success of shared
housing.
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