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This qualitative research undertaken by The Plug- in, COTA SA, was funded through  The 
Wyatt Trust. This research has delivered a co - designed navigation support program to 
respond to cost - of- living pressures being experienced by people aged 50+.  

This is a public  version of the  report which highlights the lived experience of older South 
Australians challenged by cost - of- living pressures and the need for navigation programs 
that support com munity to understand and access available supports and concessions. 
This report also includes broader  insights important to the advocacy  work of COTA SA. 

The Plug- in is committed to raising the lived experience of people aged 50+ and 
appreciate s the opportunity provided by The Wyatt Trust to deliver this research project 
and report.  
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Executive Summary  

COTA SA and The Plug- in have consistently heard cost- of- living is a growing  concern 

among older South Australians . This has formed a priority  ƻŦ /h¢! {!Ωǎ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ǘƻ 

state government since 2023. 

In early 2025, The Plug- in proposed a project to research the unique lived experiences 
being faced by people aged 50+ with the intent to  co- design a support program  
tailored to meet the needs of those struggling with cost - of- living. The Wyatt Trust 
funded The Plug - inΩǎ delivery of this research to support the advocacy work of COTA SA 
to better the lives of South Australians aged 50+.  

Older people are not homogenous . This project provided the opportunity to  deeply 
understand cost - of- living experiences to support the wider 50+ community . We spoke to 
older South Australians across the state through in person workshops , online workshops, 
and  interviews. We heard from CALD communities, people living in metropolitan and 
regional Adelaide. Participants ranged in age , background, employment or pension 
status.  

Through the engagement, it became clear that  while Australians of all ages may be 
struggling financially, those aged 50+ find it increasingly difficult as other aspects  of life 
begin impacting, particularly for low - income households . We heard experiences and 
contributing factors can be  quite different  across older age brackets .  

For people aged  50 to 67, ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩΣ we heard that ageism begins creeping in , 

hindering employment opportunities and earning capacity . For women, this is often 
exacerbated by caring responsibilities, either for children or as Grandcarers or carers of 
family members who are unwell. This cohort  has less supports available to them . 

For people of pension age , 67+, particularly those on a full pension, the ability to influence 

or change their income  stream is limited. Full pensioners explained there is little money 

available from their income after paying mortgages, rent, and /or  utilities to get through 
a fortnight.  

Participants shared they are becoming socially isolated and significant trade - offs are 

made to get by . Social catchups and memberships are one of the first things to go to 
manage tight budgets, impacting overall wellbeing.  

Across all older age brackets, additional factors impact the ability to respond to cost -
of- living pressures: 

+ Housing insecurity, rent stress and moving costs  

+ Health challenges and medical expenses  

+ Caring responsibilities  

+ Increasing costs for insurances, groceries and petrol  

In regional South Australia  there are additional pressures  being experienced in 

comparison to metropolitan Adelaide: freight and distance  have increased  impact  on 
petrol and grocery prices , accessing healthcare is more expensive, and social barriers 
sometimes exist and can prevent individuals from accessing supports.  
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There are specific population challenges that further exacerbate the cost- of- living 

experience  of older people. 35 % of project participants shared a history of experiencing 
domestic or family violence which had further disadvantaged victim - survivors health, 
employment and / or ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŀƴǎΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ 
shared their  challenges to understand and apply for supports available to them.  

Participants shared they want to connect with  people who are knowledgeable , have 
relatable experiences, are empathetic and can stand alongside this cohort  as active 

supports . Of utmost importance is being heard and validated . Participants explained 

that in times of financial strain, vulnerability is high. Having space to share and be 

listened to without judg ement is vital to instilling confidence and a pathway forward.   

There was shared sentiment their own collective experiences and knowledge is 
significant; many desire to gather and contribute their learnings and knowledge.  

The Cost- of- living Navigation Program has been co - designed with participants, t ailored 
to the unique experiences and needs of people aged  50+. This program will provide an 
avenue for  older South Australians to  learn, understand and be assisted  to apply for 
supports to help build independence and confidence to respond to cost - of- living. This 

project  provides the foundation for COTA SA to continue advocacy  and  seek funding for 
the navigation program. Key pillars of the program will :  

+ Be empathetic and trauma - informed  navigation program  

+ Centralise  information and knowledge to help people understand all that may be 
available to them  

+ Prioritise accessible, culturally and age - appropriate  information with 
knowledgeable support workers that understand how to work alongside older 
people  

+ Involve lived experience advocates to shape p eer and community - led education   

There are many insights gleaned through the lived experience of participants, not all of 
which that this program can directly affect. This information will not be lost, and  valuable  
insights can be read in the lived experience  section of this report.  

These insights help focus the reader to understand the intricacies and factors facing the 
participants of this project. Their generosity in sharing with us will also ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ /h¢! {!Ωǎ 
continued  advocacy and dialogue with government to improve areas such as housing 
insecurity, healthcare access, transport, and overall health and wellbeing of older South 
Australians.  
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Each time I move It's cost me $2000 -  пллл ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ 
me. Rent assistance is $125 a week, which I appreciate, but I'm 68 and 
I'm still working, and I'll continue to work until I drop. I'm on a disability 

pension, and after the rent comes out of that, I've got $200 a week 
left. Because I'm self - employed, if work is quiet, which it has been for 
the last six months, I've got no choice but to use my super -  I've got 

very minimal super, because I've been self -ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ŦƻǊ нл ȅŜŀǊǎΦ LΩǾŜ 
had lots of health issues over the last 20 years. I've got enough [super] 

to last three years, and then I'm done.  

Donna, 65- 69 

Workshop participant  

  

W 
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Why a program for older people?  

Older people are not homogenous. The engagement for this research confirms what 
COTA SA hears and advocates for ς the experiences among older people vary 
ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅΣ ƴƻ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƭƭΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƻǊƪǎΦ  

Cost- of- living is increasing, and we heard from participants this is particularly difficult for 
low- income households with few assets and savings. It becomes even harder to respond 
to cost - of- living pressures when additional factors compound individual cir cumstances.   

Supports must be developed based on strong principles and be adaptable to meet 
people where they are. A key finding of this research has been understanding the 
differing factors that impact people under and over pension age who are challenged by 
cost - of- living. 

Both cohorts explained finding out about and applying for supports is challenging, 
particularly in situations of vulnerability and stress.  

The Ψmissing middleΩ 

Ageism begins impacting people aged 50+ in terms of employment and earning 
opportunities, mortgage lenders, and applying for rental properties.  

Another challenge for this age bracket is caring responsibilities, whether that be 
dependent children and grandchildren (Grandcarers), caring for family members and/or 
older parents. Time taken out of the workforce to support in carer roles reduce earning 
capacity and directly impacts annual income and superannuation benefits.  

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜǎǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ CƻǊ 
example, My Aged Care (MAC) can be accessed from the age of 65+, 50+ for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders, providing opportunity for people to afford proactive 
healthcare such as podiatry and physiotherapy . For ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ Ŧacing cost - of-
living pressures, there is limited resources and supports to maintain physical and overall 
health and wellbeing.  

Age pension, 67+ 

At pension age, there are varying experiences. Full pensioners are most significantly 
impacted by cost - of- living pressures. Renters explained the housing crisis and weekly 
rent takes a significant portion of the pension. Some homeowners on the pension shared 
they use the Home Equity Access Scheme to prop up their pension income to help them 
get by.  

Unexpected events and expenses require resourcefulness to manage. Matters that 
require attention are often left unattended due to the expense . Participants shared they 
sometimes refrain from car servicing, home maintenance, meals, heating and cooling, 
home and contents insurance  and other insurances .   
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What I've learned  -  youΩǾŜ got to learn to advocate for 
yourself. One thing that's very important to people which 
they're not getting is community . People can't afford to go 
out to see a movie, have coffee with friends, or go out to 
dinner. So, people's mental health is not good. And so that 

community is very important, we need it.  

And you know, if you have memberships or whatever, you 
can't do that anymore. You can't, the clubs are charging 
money. These are important ! Advocacy, community and 
researching and finding out what you can do.  

Support is very important, because people are just getting 
lonely and depressed and don't want to live because 
they're stuck at home all the time. So that's all I want to 
say, because this is what I've learned, and this is what I 
know, community. People neŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
getting it. Advocacy, people need it. And to know about 
the systems, Centrelink and Aged Care. Centrelink and My 
Aged Care are a nightmare.  

I've been more fortunate than others, but that's why I'm 
very good at knowing what's available, and that people 
get shocked when I say, oh, yeah, but you can do this, you 
can do that. It's called lived experience. And a lot of older 
people , we have lived experience, we should be able to 

share and help others. V 

 

Rachel, 60- 64, workshop participant  

Advocacy and community support helps 

combat isolation  
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A program  design ed to connect  

This co- designed program  is all about connecting the dots. At its core, it will provide an 
avenue for people aged 50+ to have guided support to understand benefits, 
entitlements and rebates and a way to traverse the cost - of- living challenges alongside 
ŀ ΨƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƻǊΩΦ ²Ŝ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ Ŝlements, and it will be 
a way for someone to be heard, their struggle acknowledged with a primary aim being 
to also help people stay connected within their local communities.  

The unique experiences being faced by people aged 50+ due to cost - of- living pressures 
requires a specialised approach  to navigate  services in South Australia. Participants 
described utilities , food costs and petrol as the most obvious  contributors to cost - of-
living pressures. There are, however, additional factors that add significant challenge : 
ageism, housing insecurity, health events, medical costs and fixed low- incomes.  

The health impacts of cost - of- living pressures alone is profound . We heard f ood options  
can be unaffordable (particularly healthy foods) , meals are being skipped, bulk - billed 

medical appointments are more difficult to secure and may be  avoided due to cost; the 
emotional and physical toll on low- income households  is significant.  

¢ƘŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ ό50 to 67) shared there is often a reduced or limited capacity to 
bring in additional income to support rising costs, often due to health, carer roles or 
ageism. Participants aged 67+ on full pensions explained a fixed income is a significant 
disadvantage when the r ising costs are exponential in comparison to any pension 
increases. 

Participants shared their savvy insights to reducing weekly spending and the services 
that have made a positive difference in difficult circumstances. No one situation is the 
same, with varying degrees of knowledge across government and non - government 
support services. This makes traversing supports challenging.  

Participants shared their past and present vulnerabilities which were sometimes 
intermingled with past or present traumatic events. 35% of participants shared an 
experience of family, domestic and sexual violence (FDSV) -  a contributing factor that 
must be highlighted and considered in the design of the program. Supports must be age 
appropriate and trauma - informed. 

A support program  must be designed to appropriately respond and support impacted 
individuals, tailored specifically to meet the needs of people aged 50+. This extends to 
also consider the needs of specific priority populations aged 50+:  

-  Sole- income households -  particularly women living on their own,  
-  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders,  
-  Multicultural communities,  
-  Grandcarers and carers,  
-  People with a disability,  
-  Women who have experienced violence,  
-  People living regionally and remotely in South Australia, and  
-  People experiencing housing stress and may be at risk of  homelessness.  
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Why COTA SA? 

As the peak body representing the rights, interests and futures of older South Australians, 
COTA SA is well placed to support community needing extra assistance to navigate 
cost - of- living pressures. COTA SA is an independent and non - partisan not - for- profit 
organisation with years of experience delivering community education and navigation -
style programs.  

COTA SA delivered valued peer education programs across South Australia for many 
years empowering older people to know and understand more and take action to 

improve their lives in relation to their health, wellness, safety and security.   Alongside 

professional staff, hundreds of COTA SA peer volunteers have engaged with community 
on varied topics including falls prevention, medicines management, depression and 
anxiety, crime prevention and personal safety, older drivers and transport alte rnatives, 

healthy sleep, accessing aged care, and social connection.   Our participation in the 

Department of Health and Aged Care Ωs Aged Care Systems Navigator Trial was 
instrumental in informing the current national Care Finders program, which we are now 
delivering throughout Adelaide assisting vulnerable people to navigate and access 
aged care services.  This is funded by the Adelaide PHN -  myagedcare.gov.au/help -
care- finder. 

Building on our extensive program knowledge and experience, this program has been 
designed alongside participants and informed by their lived experiences. The research 
indicates a clear need among the 50+ community facing cost - of- living challenges who 
are struggling to identify, access and understand services that may support them to 
alleviate some of the stressors being experienced. It will be staffed by empathetic and 
experienced professionals, informed and supported by passionate lived experience 

advocat es and volunteers.  

We see that this co - designed navigation program will deliver outcomes for older people 
who may be disadvantaged in finding and accessing the right supports and information  
that could make a real difference in their lives. Similar to t he Care Finders program, 
reaching  people who are isolated and unable to self - advocate and navigate access to 
aged care services , this Cost- of- living Navigation Program will help connect dots and a 
way forward for older people needing support to understand what may be available to 
them. 

COTA SA will rely on partnerships to ensure this program can be scaled to meet the 
needs of specific populations Σ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
language.  

Read more in the Collaborations, Advocacy and Next Steps  section. 

  

https://www.myagedcare.gov.au/help-care-finder
https://www.myagedcare.gov.au/help-care-finder
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The co- designed Cost - of- living Navigation P rogram is supported by four foundational 
pillars to underpin the design of the program:  

+ Empathetic and trauma - informed  

+ Centralised information sources, encompassing government and non -
government agencies  

+ Accessible, cultural and age - appropriate service design  

+ Lived experience and community - led education  

COTA SA will seek funding for a minimum of two years to ensure the program can be well 
established, scaled to reach specific population groups, and evaluated over time to 
measure community impact . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fleurieu Forum held in August 2025 to hear regional experiences which echoed the 
insights of metropolitan Adelaide, but we heard the unique challenges facing older 

people from across the Fleurieu.  



 

  11 

 

 

  Conversations with Salisbury Seniors ς The Plug- in facilitated a world café - style Cost -
of- living workshop to hear experiences in northern metropolitan Adelaide.  
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When I went on the pension as my only 
source of income, it wasn't too bad in the 
beginning but quickly escalated to dire 
around the end of Covid. With all the on costs 
of owning a house, the insurances, the rates 
ŀƴŘ ƻǿƴƛƴƎ ŀ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΧ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ 
were eating up all my pension . 

About three years ago I went to Social 
Security and got one of those house equity 
loans. At the moment, if I get $1600 a month 
from the equity loan, $1000 of that is taken up 
ōŜŦƻǊŜ L Řƻ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻǎǘǎΧ L ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ 
doing surveys online on my phone, and that 
gives me a little bit of pocket money.  

I am seriously fearful of what's going to 
happen when I reach the limit that I can 
borrow from my equity, of which I'm halfway 
ƴƻǿΧ 

Maddie, 70-74, regional interview participant    

 

  

W 

IƻƳŜ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ŀ ƎŀǇΣ ōǳǘ ŘǿƛƴŘƭƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅΧ 
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Method  

We tailored our recruitment process to ensure we reached a diverse range of 
participants across age, location, employment status, carer responsibilities, and financial 
security. 

We structured engagement activities to meet the needs of selected participants. Small 
workshops were offered in person and online, and phone interviews.  

A first round of engagement with metropolitan participants focused on discovery. 
Structured facilitator workshop guides were created to ensure the discovery stage drew 
out insights to better understand:  

+ Lived experience of navigating cost - of- living pressures 

+ Other factors that they felt impacted their particular circumstances  

+ What the difference in experiences are for people aged 50+  

+ Where a service could help support people navigating cost - of- living pressures 

Metropolitan participants were invited back to a secondary workshop. The Plug - in 
shared back with participants what we had heard  in the first workshops  and present ed a 
draft of the support program that had been shaped with their input. This provided 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƎŀǇǎΣ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǿŜΩŘ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
generally receive feedback as to whether the draft support program would meet the 
needs they had described  if successfully funded.  

Regional engagement was tailored based on the recruitment response. COTA SA has a 
strong connection with people living in the Fleurieu Peninsula, The Plug - in hosted a 
Forum to explore cost - of- living experiences, along with other related factors such as 
hea lthcare and transportation. This engagement opportunity did not present a 
structured feedback option on the service design. It was used to confirm the insights 
being heard in the early stages of engagement and seek to discover any differences for 
people li ving regionally. 

One- on- one interviews were held with regional participants due to the difference in 
location which ranged from the Limestone Coast region, mid - North through to the Eyre 
Peninsula. The interviews provided in depth insight to the differences being experience d 
not only to metropolitan Adelaide, but also between each of the regions.  

Many different services were shared in the first round of metropolitan workshops. Often, 
we heard others were completely unaware of something that had been shared by a 
fellow participant.  The Plug- in committed to collating and sharing back a summary of 
those services and tools with participants which can be viewed in Appendix 1.    
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Demographics  

26 qualitative  participants  |  88% female, 8% male, 4% non- binary  

35% of participants shared they had a background of family or domestic violence  

 

I live on my own 65% 
Partner / spouse  12% 

I live with/care for  Grandchild(ren)  8% 
I live with family  8% 

Partner / spouse, dependent child(ren)  4% 
I live with students  4% 

 

 

To hear the lived experience of older people, we facilitated in person workshops, online 
workshops, phone interviews and video interviews.  

Metropolitan engagement:  

+ 2 workshops (Marion Cultural Centre and Walkerville Library Meeting Room)  

+ 1 online workshop 

+ 1 CALD group with interpreter  

+ 1 phone interview 

+ 1 large workshop *of 35 attendees at Conversations with Salisbury Seniors event  

 

Regional engagement:  

+ 7 regional interviews  

+ 1 large forum of *26 attendees held in the Fleurieu Peninsula   

Regional participants ranged across South Australia -  Millicent, Port Pirie, Saddleworth, 
Fleurieu Peninsula, Mt Barker, Mannum, Whyalla.   

 

Co- design follow up workshop:  

+ 1 workshop (Marion Cultural Centre) 

+ 1 online workshop 

 

*Salisbury Seniors and Fleurieu forum participants have not been included in the total qualitative 

participant numbers  as demographic data was not collected . Insights shared strengthened and 

confirmed the findings of the workshops and interviews .  
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We used to live at Normanville. We were renting, and the owner wanted 

us out of the house at the end of our term. We struggled to find a place 
to live. We looked anywhere from Goolwa, Victor Harbor, all down that 

area, all along the south coast, even as far  as Nuriootpa, but just 

couldn't find anything.  

A nephew of mine was aware that we were doing this, and he rang me 
one day and he said  they were looking to buy an investment property.  

He asked, what do you need? About a month later, he rang me. He said, 

Ψ²Ŝ bought that investment property, but I'm not sure if ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ happy 
where it is. Evanston GardensΩΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘΦ aȅ 

nephew said that as long as we are alive, we can stay in the house.  

Got a quote from [removalist] company to move all our stuff . I had even 
ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀƛŘ ΨLϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ƛŘŜŀ 

Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǎǘǳŦŦ ƛǎΩ. He quoted $2,900 . That was okay, I 

borrowed that money from my sister. But when the actual job was done, 

it came to just under $5,000! It was an absolute nightmare.   

I said, Well, look, all I've got is $3,000, that's all I can pay you. He said, 
Ψ²ŜƭƭΣ ƭƻƻƪΣ Lϥƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŎƻǳǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘΩΦ L ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳ L Ŏŀƴ 
promise to pay you $20 a month until it's paid off. Him ς Ψ¸ŜŀƘΣ ōǳǘ L ǿƻƴϥǘ 

ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎΩΦ !ƴŘ ǎo I said, well you could take me to court and I'll 
tell them I can only afford $5 a month, and that's all you'll get.  

That was 3 years ago, and I think I've got another half a dozen 
ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ǇŀƛŘ ƻŦŦΣ ōǳǘ ǎǘƛƭƭΣ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƛǘ ƳŜΧ 

had me in a spin, and I finished up having to go to the doctor because I 

was getting depression  and everything Χ  

 

Robert, 80 - 84, interview participant  

W 

Renter and moving stress later in life  
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Lived experience s shed light on the unique 

circumstances facing older people  

The following section will go into detail to share the specific insights from participants 
that led to the development of the program model and four pillars of the program. Not 
all insights can be incorporated or impacted through the program; however, COTA  SA 
use these specific insights in our broader policy and advocacy work.  

Cost- of- living pressures are impacting people across all age brackets. For people aged 
50+, however, we see compounding  challenges which requires a tailored approach to 
better support those impacted by increasing financial pressure.   

We acknowledge the impact cost - of- living pressures and financial strain has on the 
physical and mental health  of participants in this research project .  

This section of the research report highlights the intricacies of compounding factors that 
participants face in traversing cost - of- living pressures. While the co- designed support 
program aims to provide cohesive navigation of supports available to South Au stralians, 
there are many insights shared that this service cannot affect. We did not want to lose 
those insights, which help build a clear picture of the complexities. These insights raise 
the voice of our participant ǎΩ experiences and will help the broad er advocacy work of 
COTA SA. 

 

 

 

I'm 52 which is not, you know, I'm not really that old, but in our society, I 
am considered old, and especially considering I've been my husband's 

carer 15 years, so I'm not particularly employable. There's not  a lot of 
options available to me because of my age. If I was 22 , even without 

much work experience, I can just knock on every supermarket door. 
People are more willing to say, ΨOh, you don't have much work history. 
That's totally fineΩ (when you're young ). Once you're old, it's like, Ψ²hy 
haven't you  been working?ΩΧ Well, I've been a carer ... And ƛǘϥǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ 

assumed you must be unreliable.  
²ŜƭƭΣ ƴƻΣ Ƴȅ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘϥǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀƭƛǾŜΗΦΦΦέ 

Aubrey, 50- 54, regional  interview  participant  

  

W 



 

  17 

Topline insights of the compounding factors impacting older people  

 

 
Ageism: Age impacts cost - of- living challenges, 
employment and earning opportunities, and 
navigation of services  

 

Adjustments to lifestyle, taking calculated risks 
and neglecting basic needs  

 

Housing insecurity, rent stress and associated 
costs  

 

Health impacts, system issues and barriers to 
access  

 
Navigating government supports and associated 
challenges  

 

Specific population experiences that present even 
greater accessibility challenges  

 

Regional + remote South Australians : additional 
pressures faced due to location  
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Age impacts cost - of- living challenges, employment and earning 

opportunities , and navigation of services  

While all age brackets are challenged by cost - of- living, the experience for people aged 
50+ is different. Even within the older cohort, there are differences in experiences pre -
pension age, and for those who are 67+.  

The most significant challenges exist for people accessing support payments, whether 
this be JobSeeker, Age Pension, Disability Support Pension, Carer Payment and/or Carer 
Allowance, and Rent Assistance. Older people who have mortgage repayments and/or 
rent and are on lower income are under greater financial pressure. Increases in cost - of-
living are obvious for all, however the ability to cover these increases varies depending 
on wages.  

Renters or older persons still paying a mortgage are more challenged to respond to 
increases in utilities, petrol and groceries,  and individuals on government support 
payments with  little or no savings, assets or superannuation  are also struggling to meet  
higher costs.  

Overall, participants from both age cohorts identified in this report have significant 
challenges in finding and understanding the services, supports and concessions they 
may be eligible for. This is a universal experience . Throughout  engagement activities, we 
heard that  some challenges are experienced across the board, however there are 
differences between these two identified cohorts  which need to be considered in the 
design of a navigation - style support program .  

¢ƘŜ ΩƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ, 50 to 67 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΩ, tends to have less access to support services. For 
example, My Aged Care (MAC) can be accessed from the age of 65+, 50+ for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders. Participant insights demonstrate the financial advantage 

that My Aged Care provides to help individuals take care of physical and mental health. 
For people in this age cohort facing financial and cost - of- living challenges, there is 
limited access to servi ces that support physical and overall wellbeing.  

Ageism begins impacting people aged 50+ in terms of employment and earning 
opportunities. Some participants described the battle to save mortgage deposits, then 
to be faced with challenges with lenders. Others described the difficulty in applying for 

renta l properties due to  age and income.  

¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ Řƻǿƴ ŦƻǊ 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧ ǎƻ ȅƻǳ Ƴŀȅ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ money for a house 
ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƻƭŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƳƻǊǘƎŀƎŜΦ IǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ǊŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ нлǎ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ рлǎΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ thinking, how is this 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΚ LŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ ŀ 
good level, how am I going to find money to pay the rent,  

let  alone buy a house.  

Bella, 55- 59, workshop participant  
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Another challenge for this age bracket is caring responsibilities, whether that be 
dependent children and grandchildren  (Grandcarers), caring for family members and/or 
older parents. Time taken out of the workforce to support in carer roles reduce s earning 

capacity, with support payments often less than previous employment wages, impacting 
annual income and superannuation benefits. For others, the responsibility to support 
family members on top of their own health and financial challenges adds additional 
pressure. 

 

I have a disability and unable to work, and I'm raising grandchildren as 

well, so I feel like I'm just stuck and I don't know how to get out of, you 
know, this financial situation .                                                                            

Callie, 50- 54, online workshop participant  

 

For some participants who had health complications, they explained their hindered 
ability to work at former capacity Σ ȅŜǘ Ψƴƻǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΩ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ b5L{ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎΦ 
Some explained the challenges of JobSeeker and the inappropriateness of jobs per 
individual ability . Supports for people in this age bracket are more limited than for 
people of pension age  who can start to access additional supports through My Aged 
Care (MAC).  
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I just wanted to say something about the cost of living, 
aside from my situation, the cost of living is on its own, 
I think, out of control and really hard for anyone  -  
that's aside from any extra factors that come into play 
that make it harder.  

I've always been the provider for my family, this has 

always been really important to me. I'm a single mum 
of a 21 year old. I also care for my mum. So when 
things get tough and I can't do that, it mentally 
challenges me -  it just puts me in a very differe nt 
space. I've always had mental health issues, you know, 
coming from domestic family violence.  

I haven't worked now since 2003 and that was due to 
my vision impairment getting worse. I have been on 
Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΦ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōǊŜŀǎǘ ŎŀƴŎŜǊΣ ǎƻ LΩƳ ǳƴŘŜǊƎƻƛƴƎ 
treatment. I can't really do anything until this i s all 
sorted. I manage my m um's and my finances. I prepay 
everything I can, and then in emergency situations, I 
draw on credit from places as well. But I'm finding that 
it's getting smaller bits of money to last for two weeks. 
You know, sometimes it's like $100 to last for two weeks, 
and you can't even get a bag of shopping for $100 
now. My mum and my son and me will help each other 
out, which is great . Mum is on an age pension. My son 
has just started an apprenticeship, but none of us are 
in a great situation.  

Amelia, 50 - 54, workshop participant  

  

Personal health crisis and reduced capacity 

to support self and others  

W 
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Pension age, 67+ 

At pension age, there is a varying difference of experiences dependent on asset wealth. 
Participants of this project shared they had little  to no savings. For example, one 
participant explained she and her husband previously had superannuation which had 
quickly depleted through life/health circumstances.  

For full pensioners who are renters, cost - of- living impacts become  more significant as 
the housing crisis and weekly rent take s a significant portion of the pension.  This is when 
we see significant trade - offs being made for essential items.  

A couple of our participants felt they were slightly better off than others, with 
superannuation and savings . They, however, still felt very cautious about lifestyle  and 
actively sought out  reduced/free  meal  offers locally, to help keep expenses down. While 
self- funded retirees are under less pressure, there is apprehension watching funds 
deplete, understanding that pension rates are very challenging to survive on.  

According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2. 6 million people aged 65 
and older  across Australia received the Age Pension, at 31 March 2023 (visit report ). While 
ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ ōǊŜŀƪŘƻǿƴ ŦƻǊ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ƻur participants who are full 
pensioners explained there is not much money left in a fortnight to live on for essentials, 
sometimes nothing to keep up social commitments. Unexpected events and expenses 
require resourcefulness to manage όǊŜŀŘ wŜōŜŎŎŀΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ΨSavvy, but not a cent to 
spareΩύΦ  

Homeowners shared they can get by, several using the Home Equity Access Scheme to 
prop up their pension income. Maintenance, however, is an area that suffers.  Any major 
appliance replacement, car maintenance, housing or health issue with  sizable out - of-
pocket expense s are difficult to manage.  

 

I can't tell you the last time I ever used insurance, but of course, they 
don't cover the cracks in the walls, or the tiles are falling off the 

bathroom. That maintenance would keep me in my house longer. As 
my house starts falling down around my ears , there's no way that I'll 

be able to stay here. They are big expenses.  

Maddie, 70-74, regional interview  participant  

 

Finding and applying for services is challenging . Participants shared they learn about 
services through word of mouth, online  searches, financial counsellors and other services. 
Being pushed online to transact with Centrelink  and other non - government services , for 
example, can be  particularly challenging  and a barrier to accessing supports .  

Maddie also shared her difficulty in applying for a grant for a car service. Rather than do 
the process again, she has not serviced her car for several years.  

W 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/income-support-older-australians
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About five years ago, I got a grant from Uniting Care in Adelaide to 
service my car. I did this for two years. I haven't been able to cope with 
the paperwork on the phone and information required that you have to 
send in. L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ Ƴȅ ǇƘƻƴŜ ƴƻǿΦ !ƭƭ 
the documentation, to send insurance papers and all that... And while 
I've got those things, to try and get it to my phone upload it, sometimes 
I end up sending, you know, 13 emails! I just can't manage that 
anymore. 

 I haven't done that now for three years. Although  I'm worried about it, I 

think I would be happy to stay at home . I'm not the kind of person that 
whizzes around anymore, and either my son would come over from 
Murray Bridge with the groceries, or I would buy the groceries online, or 
I could get a ride to get the groceries . That's the only reason I would go 
out. I might only drive once a fortnight Σ ƴƻǿΧ 

Maddie, 70-74, regional interview  participant  

  

 

  

W 
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I taught business subjects and law and a whole range 
of things computing as well and I've always been 
nosy... I want to know what's going on and what's 

impacting on my life. After teaching people how to do 
budgets for years, I implemented one a few years ago.  

What I've done now is I prepay everything. When my 
pension comes in, I prepay everything -  the electricity, 

I have an account at the chemist, so that gets 
prepaid.  What do I end up with? ...  

I got paid on Tuesday, my final payment came out this 
morning. So as of today, what I've got in my account is 

what I can live on. I've just had a rent increase, which 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΩ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ  

I get $260 to live on for the fortnight.  

I run a car -  the battery died this week. But 
fortunately, last week, my housing officer told me that I 

had some money in credit. I don't know how it got 
there, and I don't care how it got there, but it's there. 

So I just sent them a text yesterday to get the money 
out to pay for the battery. And I've got a really good 
mechanic who's allowed me to take the battery and 

then pay him in instalments, or when I've got  it,  
which is great.  

Rebecca, 75-79, workshop participant  

  

W 

Savvy, but not a cent to spare  

Rebecca receives the full age pension and lives in community housing.  
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Impacts to emotional wellbeing and quality of life  

Cost- of- living has a direct impact on the health and wellbeing of older South 
Australians experiencing this pressure. Often participants explained that in times of tight 
finances, trade - offs are made around basic needs. This ranges from use of heating and 
cooling, insurances, private health, mealtimes, home maintenance, and medical needs.  

Socially, the impact is significant : cost - of- living pressures often mean social catchups  
and memberships are sacrificed to manage  tight budgets. Once gone, social and 
community connections become  a challenge to re- establish, often leading to  social  
isolation and loneliness . The impact of isolation and loneliness on health outcomes is well 
researched and documented (Manera et al. 2022).  

Participants shared that p reventative and proactive health is often not affordable 
particularly for people who are not eligible for other supports such as My Aged Care or 
NDIS funding (see access to healthcare section).  Participants explained this also impact s 
the weekly grocery shop: less fresh fruit and vegetables are purchased to avoid food 
waste, or if seeking support through Foodbank, the availability of these items are limited.  

Participant insights highlighted that cost - of- living and financial strain impact in specific  
ways: 

+ Adjustments to lifestyle , calculated risks and neglecting basic needs  

+ Caring  responsibility  impacts  income and superannuation  

+ Community connections and emotional wellbeing  
 

 

We watch our water usage, electricity, food, heating. Sometimes we go 
without food  if we have to. Watching TV, we add more jumpers, more 
rugs, just to keep warm, because  we can't afford to have the heater on 
in the winter anymore. When it picks up over 35 degrees  in summer then 
we might turn the air - con onΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴϥǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƻΦέ  

Maggie, 70-74, workshop participant  

 

Adjustments to lifestyle, calculated risks and neglecting basic needs  

Participants who were noticing the pressures of cost - of- living but felt they were still 

managing okay shared the adjustments they were already making to lifestyle. The way 
people continue social catchups, food and meal choices, heating and cooling, and 
memberships change to manage tight budgets.  

For participants who were struggling more significantly, they shared about the risks they 
take because of insufficient funds. For example, Leora told us about insurances being too 
expensive for her to manage.  
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I just don't have my home insurance  because it's enormous. I 
just don't have it if something goes wrong. At this moment, I'm 

just keeping my fingers crossed.  

Leora, 75ς79, workshop participant  

 

We lived with a dripping tap for eight months because we couldn't 
afford the plumber to come out to fix it. We had a bucket in the shower, 
and I collected the water in the bucket, took the bucket out to the 
plants so I wasn't wasting the water.  If you had money, it would be a 
high priority. You wouldn't think twice about it, but you start making 
trade - offs, ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŜƴƴƛŜǎΧ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ 
expenses. 

Maggie, 70-74, workshop participant  

 

Caring responsibly impacts  income and superannuation  

Several participants were caring for family members or grandchildren  and shared the toll 
taken on their own financial situations , employability, and longer - term impacts such as 
reduced superannuation.  

Aubrey has been caring for her husband for 15 years and shared she is a victim of 
coercive control. She feels stuck in her situation because their house is in poor condition, 
she has a teenage son to support. Aubrey considers leaving her controlling husban d and 
has been seeking information to understand her options.   

 

Housing has never been so difficult in my lifetime. I'm on carer 
payment, and as soon as I leave him, I'm physically not living with him, 
I'll be on Job SeekerΧ when I look online at rentals that are available, I 

can't afford any of that.  

Aubrey, 50- 54, regional  interview  participant  

 

Callie shared the challenges of her full - time responsibility of raising grandchildren on a 
low income:  

άI have a disability and am unable to work, and I'm raising 
grandchildren as well. I feel like I'm just stuck, and I don't know how to 

get out of this financial situation. The cost - of- living has gone up so 
much. Just to put food in the fridge is really, really hard.  

Callie, 50- 54, online workshop participant  

W 
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Elena shared about her mentally unwell brother who became her responsibility following 
ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ƘŜǊ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ 
the significance the reduced income was now having on her health and housing security.  

I was initially coping while working, but it did get to the point where I 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΧ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ Ŧǳƭƭ- time job, so I had to 
make a decision Χ I had to give it up. I have lost at least $20,000 each 
year over the past 10 years now.  

Elena, 70-74, phone interview participant  

 

Community care to assist family members is part of the social framework that supports 
government interventions. For carers aged 50+ who have other factors impacting their 
financial means, they can be unaware of other supports they may be entitled to which 
could help alleviate some stressors. Callie, for example, reflected that  ǎƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
know how impacted she was until she was introduced to a financial counsellor who 
helped her understand and access other supports. This highlights the importance of 
connecting people to information and entitlements that can make a real difference for 
individuals facing cost - of- living challenges.  

 

I was in a situation where I reached out through the Salvation Army, 

and they put me onto the national debt helpline. For me that was 
really good, they helped me in a lot of different ways and connected 

me to a financial counsellor. They were really helpful. And they even 
helped me with things that I didn't even know I was struggling with, to 

be honest. I was that stressed, I couldn't look past where I was at in 
ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ{ƻ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

thiǎΚΩ !ƴŘ L ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŘƛōly grateful and shocked at the same time 
[at what help was available].  

Callie, 50- 54, online workshop participant  
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