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Executive Summary  

Objectives 

The objective of this study is to identify and analyze the housing indicators related to need and 
conditions used for planning and policy purposes by national governments in Australia, England 
and the United States.  A parallel objective is to compare the methods and use of such indicators 
in these countries with the core housing need methodology, the primary approach used in 
Canada.

Although the report cites recent data on housing need in each country, the intent is not to 
compare relative levels of need, but rather to examine the indicators and methods used to assess 
and monitor need.

General Overview 

The assessment found that the three federations – Australia, Canada and the United States – have 
a similar pre-occupation with a predominant issue of affordability and this tends to be reflected 
in the primary housing need indicators used in these countries.  Canada is unique among the 
three federated nations in having a more integrated need assessment – the core housing need 
model integrates three separate housing conditions: affordability, suitability (crowding) and 
adequacy (physical condition), rather than focusing on affordability alone.  

England stands out from the other three countries in the absence of a single mainstream indicator 
Instead, there are a number of measures which are used to describe housing conditions as well as 
broader measures of social exclusion and social deprivation, which include housing among a 
comprehensive set of measures.  The key focus of measurement approaches in the UK relate to 
administrative requirements and managing funding of existing capital investment programs. 

While national surveys collect data on housing condition (state of repair), and Canada and the 
US retain this element in their mainstream indicators, this is not generally seen as a critical issue 
outside of England. In England a specific survey monitors dwelling condition.  Similarly the 
problem of overcrowding is monitored but is not pervasive (and is not part of the mainstream 
indictor in the US).

In addition to official government measures, all four countries have indicators which are driven 
largely by private sector interests – the banks and builders.  These focus on the issue of 
homeownership affordability, or more correctly financial accessibility.  Generally these are 
maintained by industry associations or banks and updated on a regular quarterly basis – a much 
quicker cycle than the other government based indicators. Canada is the only country that 
previously had an official ownership affordability indicator, but this was discontinued in 1998. 

Australia is developing a series of performance measures under the Commonwealth State 
Housing Agreement, but these relate to efficiency in operation and management of social 
housing as distinct from broader based housing need and condition indicators. 



ii

The primary housing need assessment indicators currently in use in each of the four countries are 
summarized in the following table.  Detailed descriptions of each measure are provided in the 
main report.  

Summary of Indicators in Use  
Canada
Indicator Condition Measured Frequency  
Core Housing Need Affordability, Dwelling Condition; 

Crowding 
5 years – based on census 
(annually prior to 1997 based on 
HIFE)

RBC Homeownership Affordability 
Indicator 

Homeownership Financial 
Accessibility 

Quarterly 

Australia 
Affordability Index (Housing 
Stress) 

Affordability, Dwelling Condition; 
Crowding 

5 years, from Housing Expenditure 
Survey 

Ownership Affordability Index  Homeownership Financial 
Accessibility 

Annual  

CBA/HIA Homeownership 
Affordability Index  

Homeownership Financial 
Accessibility 

Quarterly 

England
Generalized Needs Index (GNI), 
and Housing Need Index (HNI), 

Comprehensive assessment 
(array of measures) 

Annual revisions, but not all 
indicators updated each year 

Social Exclusion Indicators  Comprehensive assessment 
(array of measures) 

Annual  

CML- Ownership Affordability  Homeownership Financial 
Accessibility 

Quarterly 

US
Worst Case Housing Need  Affordability, Unassisted Renters 

Only 
Biennial for national data, 6 yr 
cycle for metropolitan 

Critical Housing Need Affordability, Renters and Owners Biennial 

Housing Wage Affordability, Renters Only Annual  
Homeownership Rate Ownership Rate, All and Minority Biennial  

Impetus for indicator development 

In all countries, the existing indicators were originally created to support the planning and 
administration of housing assistance programs.  In Canada, the indicators were developed to 
assist in the objective allocation of federal budget funds.  The UK has developed a very complex 
set of indicators – the GNI and HNI for the similar purpose of assisting government in making 
capital allocations. In the US, the worst case need measure was originally designed to estimate 
eligibility for HUD public housing programs.  In Australia, there is a strong focus on expanding 
measures related to assessing program outcomes (as distinct from need) under a set of 
performance indicators developed as part of the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement 
(CHSA). 

In all countries, funding levels for new housing assistance have declined since the 1980s. 
Without the need to allocate funds or manage new programs, the initial rationale for the indicator 
is weakened.  At the same time almost universal budgetary restraint has impacted national 
statistical agencies, so maintenance of necessary data sources has in some cases been 
undermined.
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In addition to their use in program planning and administration, housing need indicators have 
become widely used by non-governmental and advocacy organizations as a way to identify and 
track housing need and to argue for renewed or expanded government investment in housing 
and/or program reforms.    

Availability of regular data are critical  

The capacity to establish, and more importantly to maintain, indicators on a consistent and 
regular basis depends heavily on available data sources.  

England and US have the richest and most regular data sources with annual or biennial surveys 
related specifically to housing. The publication of such data on a regular and timely basis has 
spawned the creation of additional indicators by advocacy and non-governmental organizations, 
and has enhanced the capacity of analysts and advocates to profile the need for funding support.  

Canada and Australia have been more constrained by a dependence on census data – taken on 5 
year cycles.  The census sources provide a rich database and very extensive geographic coverage, 
but their utility is time limited.  Typically, data are not available for 2-3 years following the 
census and over the census cycle data becomes increasingly stale (7-8 years old by the end of the 
release cycle).  At the time of this report (Spring 2004), new core housing need estimates based 
on the 2001 census, which reflect 2000 incomes, had still not been released, and inevitably will 
already be somewhat out of date relative to current housing need and conditions (albeit are the 
only indicators available). 

Developing realistic expectations for indicators  

In preparing the report, a leading researcher from each country was asked to provide 
commentaries on the strengths and weaknesses of the indicators in their own and other countries. 
In all cases, the list of weaknesses far outweighed the strengths.  All highlighted a litany of 
technical flaws and degrees of imprecision in current indicators.  This is an inevitable 
consequence of putting such a task before experienced researchers, all of whom have an inherent 
bias toward improving level of detail and accuracy.   

Reflecting on this outcome highlights the importance of creating realistic expectations about 
indicators.  Fundamentally, indicators are just that – they provide a gauge or warning light.  
There is an evident tension between fully comprehensive detailed measures versus a more 
general assessment, or indication.   

Realistically, an indicator should err toward the latter.  That is not to say it should not be well 
founded and based on good data.   However, in the trade off between detail and timeliness, the 
focus of indicators should be on a timely and regular release of information. This can then alert 
policy makers and analysts to certain trends and issues and stimulate the more detailed research 
necessary to fully understand the causes and potential remedies of the identified issue.  

Potential Opportunities for Canada 

In reviewing the assessment international commentators highlight three areas of potential 
indicator development for Canada: 
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Given the widespread interest in ownership affordability as a feature of government 
policy, there may be merit in exploring the feasibility of developing such an indicator, 
taking into account the definitional and methodological issues involved in designing 
indicators on homeowner affordability and accessibility. 

Current indicators in Australia, Canada, and the US focus on the demand measure of 
affordability.  Research has suggested that the lack of, and more significant, ongoing 
erosion of the lower rent stock represents a housing concern.  Some form of supply 
indicator focusing particularly on availability of low rent stock would be useful to inform 
the policy process. 

The US concept of a housing wage (a minimum wage level required to afford a modest 
rent unit, based in US on the 40th percentile rent), which explicitly links housing issues to 
labour markets, is also a possible area of interest to examine further. 

If Canada wishes to effectively monitor housing need and conditions, some priority must be 
given to creating a regular (at least biennial) national survey specifically focused on collecting 
housing related appropriate data.  Alternatively enhancement to the sample size of the existing 
Survey of Household Spending would similarly achieve this objective.  
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Résumé

Objectifs

Cette étude avait pour objectif la détermination et l’analyse des indicateurs de logement touchant
les besoins et les conditions et utilisés aux fins de la planification et d’élaboration de politiques
par les gouvernementaux nationaux en Australie, en Angleterre et aux États-Unis. Elle avait
également pour objectif la comparaison des méthodes et de l’utilisation de ces indicateurs dans
ces pays par rapport à la méthode des besoins impérieux en matière de logement, qui constitue le
principal critère utilisé au Canada.

Bien que ce rapport fasse état de données récentes sur les besoins en logement de chaque pays
visé, l'étude n'avait pas pour but de comparer l'ampleur relative des besoins, mais plutôt
d'examiner les indicateurs et les méthodes employés pour évaluer les besoins et suivre leur
évolution.

Survol

L'évaluation a fait ressortir que les trois fédérations – l'Australie, le Canada et les États-Unis –
ont des préoccupations analogues quant à l’enjeu prépondérant qu'est l'abordabilité, et les
principaux indicateurs des besoins en logement dans ces pays en témoignent.  Parmi ces trois
fédérations, le Canada est unique du fait que son évaluation des besoins est plus intégrée – le
modèle d’évaluation des besoins impérieux de logement intègre trois conditions de logement
distinctes : l’abordabilité, la taille (nombre d’occupants) et la qualité (état matériel). Ce modèle
ne se borne donc pas au seul critère d’abordabilité.

L’Angleterre, du fait qu’on n’y trouve aucun indicateur principal, se démarque par rapport aux
trois autres pays. On y trouve plutôt plusieurs mesures servant à décrire les conditions de
logement ainsi que des mesures plus larges de l’exclusion sociale et de la privation sociale, très
exhaustives, qui comprennent, entres autres, le logement. Le principal objectif des méthodes de
mesure au Royaume-Uni touche des exigences administratives et la gestion des fonds des
programmes existants de placement de capitaux.

Bien que des enquêtes nationales permettent de recueillir des données sur l’état des logements
(réparations nécessaires) et que le Canada et les États-Unis retiennent cet élément d'information
dans leurs indicateurs principaux, ces données ne sont pas jugées essentielles en général hors de
l’Angleterre. Dans ce pays, une enquête particulière assure le suivi de l’état des logements. De
même, le problème du surpeuplement fait l’objet d’un suivi, mais pas partout (et il ne fait pas
partie des indicateurs principaux aux États-Unis).

Outre des mesures gouvernementales officielles, les quatre pays visés par l’étude ont des
indicateurs contrôlés dans une large mesure par des intérêts privés, soit les banques et les
constructeurs. Ces indicateurs portent sur l’abordabilité de l’accès à la propriété ou, plus
précisément, sur l’accessibilité financière. En général, ce sont des associations industrielles ou
des banques qui en assurent la diffusion et la mise à jour trimestrielle, soit une fréquence
beaucoup plus élevée que celle des autres indicateurs gouvernementaux. Le Canada est le seul



pays ayant été doté d’un indicateur officiel de l’abordabilité, mais ce dernier a été abandonné
en 1998.

L’Australie procède actuellement à l’élaboration d’une série de mesures du rendement dans le
cadre de la Commonwealth State Housing Agreement, mais ces mesures touchent l’efficacité de
l’exploitation et de la gestion des logements sociaux par opposition aux indicateurs plus larges de
l’état des logements et des besoins en logement.

Les principaux indicateurs permettant d'évaluer les besoins en logement dans chacun des quatre
pays visés par l'étude sont résumés dans le tableau suivant. On trouvera une description détaillée
de chaque mesure dans le rapport principal.

Résumé des indicateurs en vigueur
Canada
Indicateur Objet de l’indicateur Fréquence

Besoins impérieux en matière de
logement

Abordabilité, état des logements,
nombre d’occupants par chambres
à coucher

Quinquennale – d’après le
recensement (avant 1997,
annuelle et reposant sur
l’ERMEM)

Indicateur de l’abordabilité de
l’accès à la propriété de la RBC
Banque Royale

Accessibilité financière de la
propriété

Trimestrielle

Australie
Indice de l’abordabilité (Stress lié
au logement)

Abordabilité, état des logements,
nombre d’occupants

Quinquennale, selon le Housing

Expenditure Survey

Indice de l’abordabilité de l’accès
à la propriété

Accessibilité financière de la
propriété

Annuelle

Indice de l’abordabilité de l’accès
à la propriété CBA/HIA

Accessibilité financière de la
propriété

Trimestrielle

Angleterre
Generalized Needs Index (GNI) et
Housing Need Index (HNI) (indice
des besoins généraux et indice
des besoins en logement)

Évaluation exhaustive (éventail de
mesures)

Révisions annuelles, mais les
indicateurs ne sont pas tous mis à
jour chaque année

Indicateurs de l’exclusion sociale Évaluation exhaustive (éventail de
mesures)

Annuelle

CML- Abordabilité de l’accès à la
propriété

Accessibilité financière de la
propriété

Trimestrielle

États-Unis
Worst Case Housing Need
(Besoin de logement extrême)

Abordabilité, locataires de
logements non subventionnés
seulement

Biennale pour les données
nationales, tous les 6 ans pour les
régions métropolitaines

Critical Housing Need (Besoin de
logement critique)

Abordabilité, locataires et
propriétaires

Biennale



Housing Wage (Revenu consacré
au logement)

Abordabilité, locataires seulement Annuelle

Homeownership Rate (Taux de
propriété)

Taux de propriété, ensemble des
citoyens et minorités

Biennale

Raison d’être de l’élaboration d’indicateurs

Dans tous les pays visés par l’étude, les indicateurs en vigueur ont été créés à l’origine pour
soutenir la planification et l’administration des programmes d’aide au logement. Au Canada, les
indicateurs ont été élaborés pour favoriser l’objectivité de la répartition des fonds budgétaires du
gouvernement fédéral. Le Royaume-Uni a élaboré un ensemble très complexe d’indicateurs – le
GNI et le HNI – et ce, dans le même but, soit celui d’aider le gouvernement à répartir des fonds.
Aux États-Unis, la mesure des besoins de logement extrême a initialement été conçue pour
évaluer l’admissibilité aux programmes de logement public du HUD. En Australie, on s’attache à
étendre les mesures touchant l’évaluation des retombées des programmes (par opposition aux
besoins) grâce à un ensemble d’indicateurs de rendement élaborés dans le cadre de la
Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA).

Dans tous les pays visés par l’étude, les niveaux de financement pour une nouvelle aide au
logement régressent depuis les années 1980. Faute de devoir répartir des fonds ou gérer de
nouveaux programmes, la raison d’être initiale de l’indicateur est amoindrie. Du même coup, les
contraintes budgétaires presque universelles se sont répercutées sur les organismes statistiques
nationaux, d’où, parfois, la mise en péril des sources de données nécessaires.

En plus d’être utilisés dans la planification et l’administration de programmes, les indicateurs des
besoins en logement se sont répandus dans les organismes non gouvernementaux et de
revendication comme façon d’assurer la détermination et le suivi des besoins de logement et de
réclamer le renouvellement ou l’augmentation d’investissements gouvernementaux dans le
logement et/ou la réforme de programmes.

Importance de disposer de données régulières

La capacité d’établir et, surtout, de mettre à jour des indicateurs de façon régulière dépend
largement des sources de données disponibles.

L’Angleterre et les États-Unis sont dotés des sources de données les plus riches et les plus
régulières qui soient grâce aux enquêtes annuelles et biennales portant précisément sur le
logement. La publication de pareilles données de façon régulière et en temps opportun a stimulé
la création d’autres indicateurs par des organismes non gouvernementaux et de revendication et a
accru la capacité des analystes et des revendicateurs de dresser le profil de ceux qui ont besoin
d’aide financière.

Le Canada et l’Australie dépendent davantage des données de recensement – recueillies tous les
cinq ans. Les sources de recensement fournissent une base de données riche et touchent un très
vaste territoire, mais leur utilité est limitée par le temps. En général, les données ne sont
disponibles que deux ou trois ans après le recensement et elles deviennent de plus en plus



désuètes à mesure que le cycle de diffusion s’écoule (elles remontent à sept ou huit ans quand se
termine le cycle de diffusion). Au moment de la parution du présent rapport (printemps 2004),
les nouvelles évaluations des besoins impérieux de logement reposant sur le recensement
de 2001 – qui reflète les revenus de 2000 – n’avaient pas encore été diffusées et, inévitablement,
elles seront plus ou moins désuètes par rapport au besoin actuel de logement et aux conditions
actuelles des logements (en plus de constituer les seuls indicateurs disponibles).

Création d’attentes réalistes en matière d’indicateurs

Pour élaborer ce rapport, on a demandé à un chercheur réputé de chacun des pays visés par
l’étude de commenter les points forts et les lacunes des indicateurs de son pays et des autres pays
étudiés. Dans tous les cas, la liste des lacunes est beaucoup plus longue que celle des points forts.
Tous les commentaires soulignent une litanie de lacunes techniques et d’imprécisions plus ou
moins graves dans les indicateurs en vigueur. C’est là une conséquence inévitable d’avoir confié
pareille tâche à des chercheurs chevronnés, car ils sont tous portés naturellement à vouloir
améliorer le niveau de détail et de précision.

Cette conséquence souligne l’importance que revêt la création d’attentes réalistes au sujet des
indicateurs. Essentiellement, les indicateurs jouent le rôle d’une jauge ou d’un témoin d’alerte,
sans plus. On constate un écart manifeste entre les mesures exhaustives et détaillées et une
évaluation, ou indication, plus générale.

De façon réaliste, un indicateur devrait tendre vers cette dernière. Cela ne veut pas dire qu’il ne
devrait pas être bien fondé et reposer sur de bonnes données. Toutefois, lorsqu’il faut choisir
entre le détail et la rapidité de la diffusion, il faut préférer la diffusion opportune et régulière de
l'information. Ce faisant, on met les décideurs et les analystes au courant de certains enjeux et
tendances et on stimule la réalisation des recherches plus approfondies nécessaires à la pleine
compréhension des causes des problèmes relevés et de leurs solutions possibles.

Occasions possibles pour le Canada

Dans leur examen de l’évaluation, les analystes internationaux soulignent trois points
d’élaboration d’indicateurs dont pourrait tirer parti le Canada :

• Compte tenu de l’intérêt répandu que suscite l’abordabilité de l’accession à la propriété
comme élément de la politique publique, il vaudrait peut-être la peine d’examiner si l’on
peut élaborer pareil indicateur en tenant compte des questions de définition et de méthode
que suppose la conception d’indicateurs sur l’abordabilité de l’accession à la propriété et
sur l’accessibilité de la propriété.

• Les indicateurs en vigueur au Canada, en Australie et aux États-Unis portent sur la
mesure de la demande en matière d’abordabilité. Selon les recherches, la pénurie et, plus
particulièrement, l’érosion du parc locatif bon marché constituent une préoccupation dans
le milieu du logement. Une certaine forme d’indicateur de l’offre portant plus
particulièrement sur le taux d’inoccupation des logements locatifs bon marché s’avérerait
utile au processus d’élaboration de politiques.



• La notion américaine du revenu consacré au logement (c'est-à-dire le revenu minimum
nécessaire pour s’offrir un logement modeste, fondé aux États-Unis sur le loyer du 40e

centile), qui relie explicitement les questions de logement aux marchés du travail,
constitue également un sujet intéressant à examiner plus à fond.

Si le Canada souhaite assurer le suivi des besoins en matière de logement et des conditions de
logement de façon efficace, il doit s’efforcer prioritairement de créer une enquête nationale
régulière (au moins biennale) portant expressément sur la collecte de données pertinentes sur le
logement. L’augmentation de la taille de l’échantillon de l’Enquête sur les dépenses des ménages
permettrait également d'atteindre cet objectif.
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1. Introduction 

This research was commissioned to build on and update an earlier 1992 study by CMHC.1 The 
objective of this current study is to identify and analyze the housing indicators related to need 
and conditions used for planning and policy purposes by national governments in the United 
States, England and Australia.   

A parallel objective is to compare the methods and use of such indicators in the other three 
countries with the core housing need methodology, the primary approach used in Canada.  

Although the report cites recent data on housing need in each country, the intent is not to 
compare relative levels of need, but rather to examine the indicators and methods used to assess 
and monitor need.

Purpose and structure of the report  

The 1992 Research Highlight examined the use of indicators from the perspective of needs 
measurement as the basis for the allocation of housing budget appropriations – the initial 
purpose of the core need measure in Canada.  This report is somewhat broader – it seeks to 
examine how housing need and condition data are used by national and sub-national 
governments and agencies as a tool in planning, policy development and program design.    

Following this introductory section, Part 2 overviews the housing context in each country to 
provide some perspective for the later comparisons across the four countries.  

Part 3 provides a review of indicators in each of the four countries.  Based on a literature review, 
combined with consultations with an expert in each country, this section overviews the current 
indicators, identifies the data sources that are required to support the indicators, and then outlines 
how the indicators have previously (and are currently) being used.    

Part 4 overviews recent trends in the measurement of housing need in each of the countries to 
further illustrate how the indicators are used. 

Part 5 assesses the respective strengths and weaknesses of the approaches used in each country 
based on the perspective of a housing research expert in each country.  

Finally, Part 6 identifies potential opportunities to refine indicators in Canada. 

Scope of Analysis – Defining Housing Indicators 

The intent of this analysis is to examine measures of housing need, which extends to encompass 
consideration of both the condition of habitation and the circumstances and characteristics of the 
household – more specifically, housing need indicators.  This is distinct from market 
performance indicators, which are outside of the scope of this assessment – although 

1 :  “A Comparison of Housing Needs Measures Used in Canada, The United States, and England” (CMHC Socio- 
Economic Research Highlight Issue 7, 1992, (attached as Appendix C)   
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homeownership affordability indicators are examined here since this issue has recent emerged as 
an area of housing policy interest, especially in Australia, England and the US, where 
government enquiries, policies and targets have been established.   

In this report, the examination of housing need is also distinct from the assessment of need in the 
context of demographic projections of household growth, and related housing requirements,
which in some countries (e.g. England) are also referred to as housing need studies.  

Possible Applications of Housing Need Indicators 

Housing needs indicators are typically utilized in three related ways: 

1. As a general measure of the magnitude and characteristics of households experiencing 
housing problems used both for governmental planning and policy analysis and by 
advocacy organizations. 

2. As eligibility criteria to receive assistance (applied at the individual household or project 
level); and 

3. As an objective mechanism to allocate housing assistance budget funds.   

In reviewing the practices in each country, these three possible applications are examined.  
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2. Setting the Context for Country Comparisons 

The housing need and condition indicators that have evolved are the product of the particular 
circumstances of the country in which they are being used.  To the extent that this research is 
intended to compare measures across the four countries, it is useful first to establish some 
context.    

Form of Governance and Responsibility for Housing 

Among the countries being reviewed, three are federations with responsibilities for housing 
divided between national and state/provincial-territorial levels, while the other (England) is part 
of a unitary state (the United Kingdom).   

In both Canada and Australia, there is on-going debate about which level of government is, or 
should be responsible for housing, and where the responsibility is shared, the respective roles of 
each level. In both, historically at least, the spending powers have translated into greater 
influence for the federal (commonwealth) governments relative to the provinces (states).  In 
particular, this is the case in Australia which is the most fiscally centralized of the three 
federations – states do not have authority to collect income taxes, so are more dependent on 
transfers from the commonwealth government.  

While housing is also a shared responsibility in the US, there is nonetheless strong federal 
involvement and an active policy and funding role – although frequently federal funding is 
distributed on a formula driven block grant basis and administered by state and local authorities.   

Housing Stock Tenure Patterns   

All four countries are roughly similar in the level of homeownership – approximating two-thirds 
of households.  Recent trends show a slight decline in the homeownership rate in Australia – a 
trend associated with rising home prices, which have prompted concerns about ownership 
affordability.  There have, however, been significant increases in the ownership rate in the US, 
England and Canada.   

The three federations reflect very similar levels of private rental tenure.  England, on the other 
hand, exhibits a pattern more similar to Europe – with a significant social rented sector and, 
notably, a much smaller private rented sector.   

North American housing analysts are accustomed to identifying housing affordability problems 
in association with rental tenure – which is dominated by the relatively large private sector.  
Such analyses would make less sense in the UK, as most renters are in the public/social (non-
market) sector and receive some form of housing assistance so are less likely to be paying a high 
percentage of income on rent.  For this reason, England may be a less useful comparable than 
Australia and the US. 

Since the predominant need problem relates to affordability, the volume of socially assisted 
dwellings (one form of program response to need) is included here as further context. This 
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excludes various forms of rental and income assistance that supplement income or subsidize 
shelter costs to improve affordability.2

It should be noted that definitive 
estimates of assisted/social 
housing stock are becoming 
increasingly difficult to 
determine, especially in the US 
where housing is being supported 
by different layering of 
assistance, including various tax 
expenditure programs.3 This 
makes it more difficult to 
enumerate specific unit outcomes 
with unique funding programs, as 
was the practice in the past. 

A similar situation is emerging in Canada where recent initiatives (both including and outside of 
the federal-provincial-territorial programs) have amalgamated multiple funding sources and a 
new capital funding program is expected to continue this trend.  With the capital program 
providing assistance for both private and non-market rental development there is increasing 
difficulty in distinguishing between market rental starts and assisted rental starts in published 
housing data. 

As indicated in the stock distribution above, all four countries have historically provided funding 
assistance on a project based approach to create a stock of publicly or community owned social 
housing. In addition, to a varying degree, further assistance is provided in the form of tenant 
based rental assistance (part of income support system and some shelter allowances in some 
Canadian provinces; Commonwealth Rental Assistance in Australia; Housing Benefit in 
England; and vouchers in the US).  This is relevant to the issue of need indicators since the 
predominant form of housing need is affordability, but because this is tenant based, rather than 
unit based, it is more fluid and often difficult to track.  

2 In comparative studies, the count of 1.58m social assisted households receiving tenant based vouchers and 
certificates is often included in the overall enumeration of social assisted units in the US.  These are excluded here 
as comparable assistance in UK (Housing Benefit), Australia (Commonwealth Rent Assistance) and Canada (small 
shelter allowance programs in four provinces) has also been excluded. 
3 For the US, the socially assisted units in table exclude units developed under Low Income Housing Tax Credit 
programs, which by 2000 have added just over 1 million units targeted to incomes below 120% of Area Median 
Income.  This would raise the project based percentage to roughly 4% (still excluding further 1.58 million tenant 
based vouchers and certificates). 

Housing Tenure and Assisted Stock (%of total) 
Homeowners Private 

Renters 
Social Assisted 

Housing 
Australia (2001) 71.6 23.5 4.9 
Canada (2001) 65.8 28.7 5.5 
England (2002) 70.1 10.3 19.6 
US (2000) 66.8 28.3 3.0 
Sources:   
Australian Bureau of Statistics (excludes households where tenure 
unreported in census)  
Canada: Statistics Canada 2001Census and CMHC CHS 2003 
England UK Housing Review, 2003 
US –Millenium Housing Commission 2002 (Addition of 1.58million HH 
with vouchers/certificates in private rental projects raises US social 
assisted to 4.5%)
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3. Review of Existing Indicators  

For each of the four countries this chapter reviews the indicators in use, related data sources and 
the chronology of indicator development, together with an overview of current or recent uses of 
the measures in each country.  

This review begins with Canada, as this is the basis of the international comparisons. 
Subsequently countries are presented in alphabetical order – Australia, England and the United 
States.  

3.1. Canada 

Indicators in Use  

The primary measure of housing need in Canada is the core housing need measure, developed by 
CMHC in the mid-1980s as a basis from which to allocate and target federal subsidy funding 
under a new set of bi-lateral social housing agreements with the provinces and territories.   

Core Housing Need 

This measure includes both owners and renters and is relatively comprehensive in its coverage of 
housing problems.  The core need measure is designed using a two step process, first to assess 
whether a household fails to meet one or more of three defined housing problems – adequacy, 
suitability or affordability.  These are defined as: 

An adequate dwelling does not, in the assessment of the occupants, require major 
repairs.

To be affordable, the shelter cost of a dwelling must be less than 30% of pre-tax 
household income.  Shelter cost for owners includes principal, interest, property taxes, 
condominium charges (if applicable) and utility payments (water, fuel and electricity). 
For renters, the shelter payment includes rent and utilities (if the latter are not included in 
the rent).

A suitable dwelling has enough bedrooms for the size and composition of the occupying 
household as determined by the National Occupancy Standard, which has the following 
specifications: 

Children under five years of age are expected to share a bedroom with one other 
sibling, regardless of gender; 
From five through 17 years of age, children are expected to share a bedroom with one 
other sibling of the same gender; 
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Each adult (18 years of age and older) is allotted his/her own bedroom, unless they are 
part of a married or common law relationship, in which case spouses/partners would 
be expected to share a bedroom. 

The second step then assesses whether a household falling below one of these standards has the 
necessary income capacity to address this issue.  An income threshold is derived by market (city-
wide) for each household size/bedroom type based on the median rent of alternative market 
housing that meets all three standards. 4

The last official estimate of core need is from the 1996 Census (based on 1995 incomes) and is 
considered by most analysts and advocates to be out of date.  As discussed below, the measure 
has not been updated for the inter-censal period, due to changes in national surveys and 
inadequate data to support the measure.5

More general indicators of affordability (without the second filter of an income threshold), such 
as spending more than 30% or 50% of income, have been increasingly used by analysts and 
advocates – especially since release of the 2001 general census data (and concurrent lack of 
updated information on core housing need).   

Homeownership Affordability Indicators 

As in the other countries, access to homeownership has long been a policy concern in Canada. 

While the core need measure includes an assessment of owners falling below the three standards, 
it does not assess affordability or accessibility for potential buyers. To monitor this issue, in 
1990 CMHC developed and introduced an Affordability Indicator measuring relative 
affordability of homeownership for all 26 Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs), together with an 
assessment of the level of supply of both newly constructed homes and resales that would be 
affordable at the derived affordable price levels.   

These indicators were published twice a year as part of the CMHC Canadian Housing Markets 
report and tracked relative improvements or decline in levels of affordability over time (CMHC 
1998).  However, due to concerns about the underlying methodology, as well as data limitations 
that precluded an improved methodology, the ownership Affordability Indicators were 
discontinued in 1998 (Pomeroy and Lampert 2000).6

4 The income threshold is calculated based on number of persons in a household, related to specific unit types. The 
median rent for a particular unit type (e.g. 2 bedroom) is converted to an income level based on the household (e.g. 3 
person) paying 30% of income. So for a 2 bed monthly rent of $700, the income threshold for a 3 person household 
will be $700/.30 x 12 months = $28,000.  In addition to being used in the estimates of core need, the income 
threshold, is also adopted as the basis for eligibility for access to social housing assistance (with a slightly different 
geographic coverage and in this case is labeled as Housing Income Limits, HILs).   
5 CMHC has undertaken some preliminary analysis for 1997-2000 using the Survey of Housing Spending, but has 
not formally published updated estimates as the data derived from SHS are not comparable with official estimates 
from the Census (CMHC 2003).  New core need estimates based on the 2001 Census (which used 2000 incomes) 
had not yet been published at the time this report was completed in March 2004. 
6 The Affordability Indicator determined the income required to carry a starter home, including principle, interest, 
insurance and taxes and compared this to incomes of potential first time buyers – renters aged 20-44.  However the 
method of updating the income of these potential buyers proved to be flawed – it used a composite of the consumer 
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Although not an official government endorsed measure, throughout this period, and still ongoing, 
a separate ownership affordability index has been published by the Royal Bank of Canada.  A 
more general measure, RBC Financial Group’s housing affordability index shows the proportion 
of median pre-tax household income required to service the cost of mortgage payments 
(principal and interest), property taxes and utilities on a detached bungalow, a typical target 
home for first-time buyers.  The RBC index is based on a 25% down payment and a 25-year 
mortgage loan at a five-year fixed rate, and is estimated on a quarterly basis for each province 
and for the Montreal, Toronto and Vancouver metropolitan areas. 

The RBC index uses household income by annualizing and weighting average weekly earnings 
from Statistics Canada, by province and for the three larger centres for which data are available. 
(RBC Financial Group, 2003). With the exception of the three largest metropolitan areas, this 
indicator has limited local use as housing markets vary significantly between cities within a 
province. However, it does provide a general indicator to help monitor relative accessibility of 
homeownership and is used both by RBC and the industry (e.g. the Canadian Home Builders’ 
Association and realtors).   

Data Sources Used  

The core housing need measure has been estimated using different data sets, which are not 
directly comparable.  The Census, taken every 5 years, provides by far the richest data source 
and allows significant geographic disaggregation of results.  However, there is generally a 2-3 
year lag between when Census is administered and the availability of the household income and 
expenditure data necessary to develop core housing need estimates.  This means, for example, 
that 1996 data are still the most current in the spring of 2004.  While the 2001 Census data on 
household characteristics, income and shelter costs were released in the summer of 2003, special 
tabulations necessary to compute core need were still being processed at the time of this report, 
so new estimates are not available. 

Between Censuses, smaller sample survey data have been used – until 1997, the Household 
Income Facilities and Equipment survey coupled with the concurrent Shelter Cost Survey 
(HIFE/SCS).  HIFE has now been phased out and replaced by the Survey of Household Spending 
(SHS) which has a smaller household sample size and consequently placed greater limits on data 
disaggregation and geographic analysis.  

CMHC has stressed that core need estimates derived from the census versus inter-censal data 
sources are not directly comparable. Each has different methods of data collection (e.g. the self-
administered mail-in Census form versus enumerator-administered interview for HIFE and now 
SHS), differing questions, and much different sample size and scale elements.   

price index inflator together with a provincial wage index applied to a 1991census income base.  It was subsequently 
found (with release of 1996 census data) that actual renter income had significantly diverged from this estimated 
general income series. Thus this inflator increasingly overestimated the number of renters at each income level and 
similarly overstated homeownership affordability potential.  
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Also, where core need is estimated from the Census, CMHC generates a separate and 
independent measure of the median rent level based on its own Rental Market Survey (RMS). 

The median rents by household size and composition (norm rents) are then grafted onto to the 
separately collected census income data).  In contrast, for estimates derived from HIFE, (now 
SHS) the median rents (and incomes) are derived directly from the HIFE (SHS) file. Because 
data on HIFE were not available for distinct cities, estimates of median rent (and thus the income 
threshold derived from this rent assuming a 30% expenditure ratio) are not market specific, they 
reflect a general estimate at a regional level (CMHC 1994).    

One improvement available from the SHS is the collection of housing expenditure data and 
income for the same reference period (HIFE and Census both collected current housing 
expenditure, but previous year’s income).  However, the SHS sample is smaller – roughly 15,000 
for the SHS compared with 40,000+ on the former HIFE).   

A recent analysis of the SHS data file (Fuller 2003) examined the potential to utilize SHS as a 
basis for ongoing core need estimates. This study used both a rent derived directly from SHS as 
well as CMHC rents (RMS).  This assessment concluded that it would be possible to generate 
gross estimates of need at the national and regional level, but the sample size does not support 
reliable estimates of core housing need at more disaggregated levels of geography (Fuller 2003). 

Chronology of Indicator  

The Core housing need measure was developed in the early 1980’s, building on an assessment of 
existing indicators in use in Canada and the US, through a joint CMHC-HUD study (CMHC 
1981). This research determined that while gross measures of affordability provided a crude 
measure of high shelter burdens, these lacked the refinement to determine voluntary versus 
involuntary burdens (CMHC 1991 – Core Housing Need in Canada). 

Since its inception, the methodology used in this measure has been fairly consistent although to 
support inter-censal estimates some small refinements have been required. These relate mainly to 
changing data source elements and changes in data availability.   

As noted above, the separate CMHC (homeownership) Housing Affordability indicator 
published from 1990 to 1998 has been discontinued, in part due to methodological and data 
limitations.  

The RBC Housing Affordability Index, has been compiled by RBC since 1985, based on the 
costs of owning a detached bungalow, a typical target home for first-time buyers.  

Recent Uses in Policy and Planning Applications  

General Policy and Planning 

As noted above, core need was developed primarily as a tool to facilitate allocation of federal 
funding on an objective needs basis.   
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External users have widely adopted the core need method across Canada and it is commonly 
used at the local, provincial and national level to quantify and characterize the nature and 
magnitude of housing need, as well as being used as an allocation tool for some provincial 
housing assistance programs and for the ongoing CMHC cost shared rehabilitation program.    

Many researchers and advocacy organizations have used the core need statistics to highlight the 
extent of housing problems, especially affordability, and to argue for increased program funding 
levels.  Provincial housing agencies have, in the past, used the core need measure for program 
planning and policy work at the provincial level, although less so in recent years in the absence 
of up to date estimates. It is however expected that there will be a resurgence in interest once the 
estimates from the 2001 census data are released (in 2004). 

Program Eligibility  

The income derived from the median rent based on household size and composition and paying 
30% for shelter (Core Need Income Thresholds, CNITs) has been adopted as a qualifying criteria 
for social housing assistance. 7 In most existing housing programs, some proportion of units are 
designated as “targeted” and must be allocated only to households with incomes below these 
CNITs. 

Budget Allocations 

Initially, the main purpose of core need estimates was to facilitate budget allocations. This 
utilization ended in 1994 when federal funding for new social housing was curtailed (except for 
rehabilitation funding, which continued to be allocated based on need for repair – a sub-
component of core need).  From 1994 to 2002, there have been very limited levels of new 
funding so the allocation mechanism has been essentially dormant.  

Notably, renewed funding for affordable housing development under the Federal-Provincial-
Territorial Affordable Housing Framework (total $1 billion from the federal government over the 
period 2002-2007) is being allocated on a per capita basis, not on the basis of core housing need.  

7 The median rent for each household type/unit size (“norm rents”) are converted to an equivalent qualifying income 
by dividing by .30 and annualizing this income, rounded to the closest $500 to establish a schedule of Core Need 
Income Thresholds for each market area.  
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Summary of Indicators - Canada  

Indicator Purpose 
Where 
published 

How often 
updated Source of data 

Core Housing 
Need

Assess number and % 
hh in need; used in 
budget allocations and 
for policy planning 
determining  

Various CMHC 
Publications 

5 years – based on 
census (annually 
prior to 1997 based 
on HIFE) 

National Census 

Ownership 
Affordability 
Indicator 

Assess 
homeownership 
accessibility  

CMHC semi- 
annual 
publication 
(CHM)

Semi- annual 1990-
1998 (now 
discontinued) 

CMHC insured loans 
(prices) and Statistics 
Canada wage and price 
index 

RBC
Homeownership 
Affordability 
Indicator 

Homeowner 
Affordability (broad 
national/provincial 
trends only) 

Royal Bank of 
Canada 

Quarterly RBC loan data for 
prices; Statistics 
Canada for wage index 

3.2. Australia 

Indicators in Use 

A number of indicators have been developed in Australia and are discussed in various 
publications and academic papers; however, there is only limited evidence of regular indicators 
in the official national statistical series. An annual publication, Australian Social Trends lists an 
index of affordability for renters and for all households.8  Drawing from earlier work on the 1991 
National Housing Strategy (NHS), the Affordable Housing National Research Consortium 
(2001) refer to this as the concept of housing stress.

The Australian Housing Survey (AHS, most recent 1999) lists the following definitions 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, ABS 2002): 

Affordability problems (stress)– proportion of households (including renters and 
owners) in the bottom 40% of the income distribution with equivalised housing costs
above 30% of their disposable income.  Housing costs, including rent, mortgage and rate 
payments, utilities and corporate or strata title payments are calculated as a proportion of 
the household's disposable income (without adjustment for household size or 
composition). 9

8 These renter affordability index has not, however, been maintained – the most recent of Australian Social Trends 
(2003) carries data only for the years 1995 to 1998.  
9 The income distribution ranks households into equivalised income groups.  Equivalising adjusts actual income to 
take account of the different needs of households of different size and composition by weighting households with 
differing weights for adults and children. Housing costs are calculated as a proportion of the household's 
unequivalised disposable income. For more information, see Measuring Australia's Progress (ABS. cat. no. 
1370.0). 
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(Ownership) Affordability index – the ratio of average household income to the income 
needed to meet the repayments for an average established dwelling purchased by a first 
home buyer.  A value of 100 indicates that a household with average income would meet 
the average income requirements to service the average mortgage.  An increase in the 
index represents an improvement in affordability.  

The NHS defined housing stress as: 

Income units (households) are said to be in housing stress if they pay more than 30% of 
gross income on housing and are in the lower 40% of the income distribution. 10

Since renters are more heavily represented in the lowest two quintiles, it is inevitable that the 
incidence of affordability problems based on the 30% expenditure/40th percentile income (30/40 
housing stress indicator), is substantially greater among renters than owners.  As a result, the 
focus of attention tends to be heavily weighted toward housing stress among renters.  In 1999, 
roughly 5% of outright owners (no mortgage) were found to fall below this benchmark; however, 
more than half of renters (54.7%) were found to experience housing stress (Berry and Hall 
2001).

Some analysts have undertaken detailed analysis and critiqued this general measure for being 
insensitive to varying household size and composition (Karmel 1998; Senate Committee Report 
1997).  However, more refined measures have not been developed and adopted in the 
mainstream analysis – likely because data sources do not support more sophisticated analysis and 
a general rule of thumb approach has the advantage of simplicity, limited data requirements, and 
is readily understood.   

Homeownership Affordability Indicators 

As in Canada, housing affordability measure includes both tenures. In Australia there has 
recently been an increasing concern about ownership affordability and access – especially in 
larger metropolitan (capital) cities (Winter 1995; Yates 1999; Yates 2002; Wulff 2000; Crowley 
2002).  This has become the paramount housing issue and has stimulated policy attention, 
heightened by a formal public inquiry into the affordability and availability of housing for first 
home buyers (Productivity Commission).11  This inquiry was instigated in the face of rising 
house prices and increasing difficulty of young first time buyers to enter the homeownership 
market. 

Two unofficial non-government, measures of homeownership accessibility have become fairly 
widely used, and are regularly updated:  

The Commonwealth Bank of Australia (CBA) in collaboration with the Housing Industry 
Association (HIA) maintains a Housing Affordability Index (HAI) to monitor the relative 

10 This was a recommended definition in the NHS report, it differs from the current definition in use, most 
particularly in the use of gross versus disposable income. 
11 The Productivity Commission is an arms-length agency established by Parliament to conduct reviews and provide 
advice on macroeconomic issues and regulation.  The Commission issued an initial issues paper on homeownership 
affordability for first time buyers in September 2003 and will be investigating this issue over the next six months.   



12

affordability of homeownership.  This covers major cities, as well as a national 
composite. The HAI provides the ratio of the average household income to the qualifying 
income required to meet payments on a typical dwelling.  This assumes a deposit of 20% 
with mortgage payments set at 30% of income with a 25 year conventional mortgage 
loan.  Expressed as an index, this provides an indicator in the movement of 
homeownership access (FACS Fact sheet #5April 2000).   

Separately, the Real Estate Institute of Australia also publishes a quarterly Home Loan 
Affordability Report (HLAR). The HLAR incorporates data from all major lending 
institutions, the Australian Bureau of Statistics and Cannex Ltd.  Median weekly family 
income figures are based on ABS Family Income Surveys, and are updated from ABS 
Average Weekly Earnings data (see http://www.reiaustralia.com.au/market_reports/).

Housing Conditions 

Other measures of housing need and condition – particularly housing suitability or crowding and 
the physical condition of dwellings – are assessed with data from the Australian Housing Survey 
(AHS) and Census, but both record a low incidence and are not generally deemed to be 
significant issues (both surveys involve self assessment by resident).  

In the case of suitability, the ABS examined and adopted the Canadian methodology of national 
occupancy standards as part of its 1999 AHS survey. 12 Using this approach, of the 7.2 million 
households in Australia, only a small proportion (5%) required one or more additional bedrooms.  
Almost one-quarter of all households (23%) had the exact number of bedrooms required, while 
73% had more bedrooms than were needed to accommodate the occupants.  Eight per cent of 
both private renters and State or Territory housing authority renters required one or more 
additional bedrooms, under this standard (ABS, 2000). 

Most Australian dwellings were reported to be in good condition, with the majority of 
households (80%) reporting no major structural problems.  For those with problems, cracks in 
walls or floors were the most often reported (by 473,300 or 7% of households).  Other problems 
were sinking or moving foundations (5%), rising damp (4%), and walls or windows being out of 
plumb (4%) (ABS, 2000). 

Commonwealth State Housing Agreement – on National Housing Data 

Under the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA), in 1999, the Commonwealth and 
States have entered into a subsidiary agreement – the National Housing Data Agreement 
(NHDA).  This agreement recognizes the need for national standards in housing information. 
Work is now ongoing to establish sets of indicator definitions developed under the National 
Performance Indicator Framework for annual reporting against the CSHA.  In most cases, data 
relate to monitoring performance under the programs funded under the CSHA – i.e. measuring 
program effectiveness – they do not appear to involve broader indicators of need.  However, this 
agreement may lead to some data collection efforts to ensure necessary data are collected to 

12 This measure is part of the Australian Housing Survey and consequently, has not been updated since the last 
survey in 1999 (housing utilization – a count of bedrooms per person is however included in an ABS data series, but 
not widely used). 
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provide general monitoring of housing need. (For details on the National Housing Data 
Agreement, see http://www.aihw.gov.au/housing/agreements/index.html).

Data Sources Used 

The two primary data sources used are the national Census (taken every 5 years – most recent 
2001, with most of this data now published) and the Household Expenditure Survey (HES, also 
taken on a 5 year cycle – last in 1998-99, next HES will be run in 2003-04.).  A further survey, 
the Australian Housing Survey (AHS) has been undertaken twice (1994, 1999) and used in 
various publications, although the ABS website suggests that the 1999 edition will be the last 
AHS.

Historically, data on housing costs were collected in the 1982, 1986 and 1990 Income 
Distribution Surveys and, since then, in the continuous Survey of Income and Housing Costs 
(SIHC).  The SIHC is an ongoing survey administered monthly with data published annually 
(with generally a 9 month lag – i.e. report for year ending June 2001 published in February 
2002).  Basic housing data including housing costs were collected in the 1998/99 Housing 
Expenditure Survey (HES).

The 1994 Australian Housing Survey (AHS) was conducted in response to user demands for 
better information about the characteristics, physical condition and quality of housing. The 
conduct of the survey was a key recommendation of the 1992 National Housing Strategy.  The 
1999 AHS was conducted to provide further information about the characteristics, physical 
condition, tenure and quality of housing.  The survey provides a follow-on from the 1994 survey, 
but is not expected to be repeated.  Both involved a relatively small sample (roughly 15,000 
households), so geographic disaggregation to the metropolitan/capital cities level is limited.

For the Housing Affordability Indicator (HAI), the current gross household income is derived 
from the quarterly series of National Accounts (ABS National accounts Table 32) and divided by 
estimated total number of households, so it is a fairly high level indicator. The house price used 
in the HAI is the median house price from a survey of houses financed by the Commonwealth 
Bank   As such, these prices and index do not take account of changes in the mix of size, location 
and quality of dwellings financed. Quarter-to-quarter variations therefore reflect any changes in 
the composition of housing financed, as well as changes in the price of a house of a given size, 
location and quality. The HAI is published quarterly.  

Chronology of Indicator  

Prior to the 1990’s, the primary indicator was part of a broader poverty measure –  housing 
related poverty – which was a measure developed by the Commission of Inquiry into Poverty 
during the early 1970s.  It was a relative poverty measure which gave housing costs a priority in 
the calculations.  Effectively, it deducted housing costs and then asked if what was left was 
enough.  The term housing related poverty became unpalatable politically during the early/mid 
1980s and was accordingly de-emphasized and replaced by housing stress.
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Affordable housing was described in the 1991 National Housing Strategy (NHS) as a situation 
that conveys the notion of reasonable housing cost in relation to income.  The NHS noted that 
affordability issues arise across tenures and accordingly made an explicit distinction between 
accessibility (i.e. the cost of becoming a homeowner or entering a rental arrangement and more 
particularly ability to assemble a down payment) and affordability – the ongoing cost of shelter 
in relation to gross income (National Housing Strategy 1991). 

Building on research from Canada, analysts involved in the National Housing Strategy sought to 
quantify the concept of affordability and in doing so coined the phase housing stress.  The NHS 
reiterated a long-standing concern that affordability is intertwined with poverty.  This was 
confirmed in housing expenditure data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) which 
clearly identified a substantially higher shelter cost-to-income ratio among households in the 
lower two income quintiles, relative to the upper three quintiles (NHS 1991). 

Accordingly, the indicator was constructed to focus on the lower two income quintiles.  The 
NHS observed that such households should not spend more than 25% of income on rent if 
sufficient income were to be available for other necessities.  While suggesting that a 25% 
benchmark would be preferable, a more conservative benchmark of 30% was nonetheless 
adopted as the basis for an ongoing indicator (Berry and Hall, 2001).  Selecting 30% had the 
benefit of parity with the benchmark used by mortgage lenders in determining borrower 
eligibility for mortgage loans.13

As noted above the current definition of affordability and housing stress was formalized in the 
1991 National Housing Strategy, and has remained as a relatively consistent methodology over 
the past decade.  

Recent Uses in Policy and Planning Applications  

General Policy and Planning 

A number of scholarly papers (Yates 1997; Yates & Wulff, 2000; Dalton 2002; Berry and Dalton 
2002) and general research and advocacy papers (Affordable Housing National Research 
Consortium 2001, AHURI 2000, HIA 2003) have cited prevailing levels of housing stress and 
declining ownership affordability and used this data to advocate for additional resources as well 
as a reorientation of housing policies and programs.  

As noted above, the Commonwealth government is currently undertaking a public enquiry into 
ownership affordability (Productivity Commission) and will employ various indicators to assess 
access to and affordability of homeownership, a rising concern in Australia.  

13 Although other authors identify the 30% shelter/income benchmark as recently as 2000, 25% was identified as the 
rule of thumb (AHURI 2000), suggesting perhaps that the 30/40 rule is not quite as well entrenched as comparable 
worst case housing need in the US or core housing need in Canada.  The ABS reports affordability across a range of 
shelter/income burdens: 25%, 30%, 40% and 50%.  The ABS also notes that shelter/income ratios tend to be 
significantly higher for households (income units) in the lowest 2 quintiles.  
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The ABS web site suggests that the AHS survey results provide benchmark data on the physical 
condition of Australia's housing stock against which users can establish housing norms, identify 
populations in housing stress and monitor the effectiveness of housing policy (monitoring would 
be possible only if the survey and published data are repeated on a cyclical basis).  Users include 
Commonwealth and State and Territory housing authorities, various academic research centres 
and poverty and housing advocacy groups. 

In addition, at a sub-national level, in implementing the CSHA, various state agencies have 
adopted the 30/40 measure as the basis for defining the magnitude of housing need and 
developing state and local affordable housing strategies (e.g. NSW 1999, Queensland, 2000).   

Program Eligibility  

Eligibility for assistance under various housing assistance programs is specific to programs and 
states/territories.  In general, targeting criteria reflecting applicant’s income levels are used. 
However, there is no direct link between the broader measure of need (30/40 housing stress 
indicator) and program specific criteria.   

As part of the emerging performance reporting indicators under the CSHA, states are required to 
report against a series of performance measures designed and standardized to ensure that the 
Commonwealth can monitor the outcomes, outputs and objectives outlined in the CSHA national 
performance reporting framework.14

The outcome-based indicators in the new framework provide information on how effectively 
States are focusing resources on those clients who are in the greatest need.  The indicators also 
measure the extent to which States are providing stable tenancies for this group, and the level of 
satisfaction with the service and amenity of the dwelling.  

States are required to report on the proportion of allocations made to households in greatest need.  
One consequence of using this indicator has been an increase in targeting and concentration of 
extremely disadvantaged households (ghettoization – a phenomenon well known in North 
America).  

14 The reporting framework and results are detailed in the annual reports produced under the auspices of the Housing 
Assistance Act (which provides the legislative authority for the Commonwealth State Housing Agreement - CSSA). 
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Budget Allocations 

Commonwealth CSHA grants (primarily capital funds for public housing and community 
housing development) are distributed among states and territories on a per capita basis.  The 
exceptions to this are the Aboriginal Rental Housing Program (ARHP) grants, which are 
distributed on a needs basis as determined by surveys conducted in 1983 and 1987, and the 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance Program, which is a universal entitlement program paid as a 
supplement to the broader income support system.

Summary of Primary Indicators – Australia 

Indicator Purpose 
Where 
published 

How often 
updated Source of data 

Affordability 
Index (Housing 
Stress) 

Broad measure of 
affordability need  

Australian Bureau 
of Statistics ABS) 

 5 years, from 
Housing 
Expenditure Survey 

Australian Housing 
Survey & Housing 
Expenditure Survey 
(most recent 1999) 

Ownership 
Affordability 
Index  

To asses accessibility 
of ownership  

ABS Social 
Trends  

Annual  As above (most recent 
1999) 

CBA/HIA 
Homeownership 
Affordability 
Index  

To asses accessibility 
of ownership 

Commonwealth 
Bank 
Australia/Housing 
Industry 
Association 

Quarterly Income data from 
National accounts; 
home prices from CBA 
loan data 
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3.3. England 

Indicators in Use  

As suggested in Section 2, England is, in many respects, distinctly different from the other three 
countries in this analysis.  Most notably, there is a relatively large social housing sector (21% of 
total housing stock), a shelter allowance entitlement program for all renters (the Housing 
Benefit) which caps housing cost burdens, and a highly regulated rent structure.   

As a result, there is only a limited policy discourse on affordability in the literature – except in 
relation to homeownership.  For example, shelter burdens (excluding heating and utilities) are 
generally 25-30% of income for private sector tenants, and 20-25% for social sector tenants.  
However, once the Housing Benefit is factored in most of these households experience net (after 
assistance) shelter ratios of 20% and 11% respectively (MacLennan, Stephens and Kemp, 1997) 
– low levels of shelter expenditure compared with the other countries.  

Also distinct from the other counties, the government has deliberately avoided adopting any 
explicit definition of affordability.  However, the representative body for housing association 
landlords (the National Housing Federation) adopted a policy that less than half of all tenant 
households (in the housing association sector) should either be in receipt of housing benefit or 
face rent to income ratios of more than 25% (where incomes are measured after tax and housing 
benefit is counted as part of the tenants income) (Wilcox, 1999).  In addition a different 
affordability measure has been used within the model used by the Housing Corporation (national 
government agency that manages new development funding program) to determine the levels of 
grant rate available for new housing association developments (see further below).    

Although not identified as a critical issue for tenant households as a whole (because most tenants 
are in social housing and/or receiving Housing Benefit), affordability is an issue for certain 
groups – e.g. private tenants (which are a relatively small proportion of total households) where, 
in a majority of cases, the maximum level of assistance is significantly lower than prevailing 
market rent levels and therefore leaves tenants with affordability problems.  There are also 
concerns about the work disincentive impacts on low wage tenants in receipt of the Housing 
Benefit, and for low income home buying households who, except for very limited 
circumstances, are not eligible for any form of state assistance with their housing costs.  

Distinct from affordability, critical housing issues in England relate primarily to access 
(homelessness) and quality (dwelling conditions) – largely a reflection of the relatively older 
stock, compared to that in the other countries.   

An array of indicators  

So, unlike the other countries being reviewed, there is not an obvious primary, or mainstream,  
indicator of housing need.  Instead, there are a number of sets of indicators in use including: 
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A set of indicators developed by the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) – a key new policy 
area, initiated by the new Labour Government elected in 1997, which encompasses the 
broad area of poverty and economic disadvantage. 

The government’s Generalized Needs Index (GNI), and Housing Need Index (HNI), both 
of which are composite indices used almost exclusively by government to allocate capital 
funding for both modernization and improvement of existing social housing and to fund 
new development.15

An implicit rent to income ratio of 33% for low wage working households which is built 
into the Housing Corporation model that determines grant rates for new housing 
association development schemes – i.e. grant rates for each area are calculated to generate 
rent levels that would imply a 33% rent to income ratio (where housing benefit 
entitlement is netted off the rent) based on the average incomes of working households 
recently re-housed within the housing association sector.

Data on house price to income ratios for home owners are routinely published in the 
quarterly journal of the Council of Mortgage Lenders.  

Data presented in the Annual Housing Finance Review – a compendium of data on both 
public and private housing and the characteristics of households. 16

Social Exclusion Indicators 

The SEU has developed and monitors a set of 50 key indicators relating the characteristics of 
social exclusion.17  The sub-set of measures related to housing are: 

Households without household insurance;
Homes without central heating;  
Overcrowding;  
Households in mortgage arrears;  
Households in temporary accommodations.  

Notably, this series does not identify the issue of affordability – instead key measures relate to 
dwelling conditions, mortgage arrears (an indirect measure of ownership burdens) and 
homelessness (temporary accommodations). 

15 Although identified in the 1992 CMHC Research Highlight, these are not broadly recognized needs measures – 
rather they are an administrative tool for allocation of government funding. The current study is concerned more 
broadly with measures being actively used in advocacy, research and policy planning and development.  
16 The Annual Housing Finance Review includes each year a chapter devoted to housing need. While in most years 
the focus is on measures of homelessness, it also includes summaries and critiques of new housing requirements – 
measures outside the scope of this report.  
17 Social exclusion is a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of 
linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad 
health and family breakdown (ODPM 2001).   The SEU was set up by the Prime Minister to help improve 
government action to reduce social exclusion by encouraging more comprehensive inter-ministerial “joined-up” 
solutions to “joined-up problems”' 



19

Capital Allocation Indicators  

The GNI and HNI are used as a budgetary allocation mechanism in England; however, both are 
fairly technical and consequently do not present a single widely used benchmark of need, 
comparable to those described in the other countries.   

The GNI and HNI are compound statistical indices of the relative need for housing capital 
expenditure by local authorities (LAs) and registered social landlords (RSLs) in each local 
authority area.  Data are compiled only at the local level to generate a series of comparative 
indicators for purposes of funding allocations.  Distinct from the core need measure in Canada 
there is no national roll-up of data.  

The GNI is used in the allocation of housing capital resources to LAs via the housing Annual 
Capital Guidelines (ACGs). The HNI is used in the allocation of housing capital resources to 
RSLs through the Housing Corporation’s Approved Development Program (DTLR 2001).  

These two indices include elements related to:  

Overcrowding – two overcrowding measures, one dealing with 'basic' overcrowding and 
a second on severe overcrowding, both based on persons per room and bedroom. 

Involuntary sharers and concealed families – covering households with members 
sharing with others who would prefer separate accommodation of their own (e.g. multiple 
family households and boarders).  

Worst condition private sector unfit dwellings – relates to the numbers of occupied 
private sector dwellings which may be subject to clearance/closure and hence require 
replacement.

Elderly in need of specialized accommodation/Disabled in need of specialized 
accommodation – based on a study of the housing needs of elderly and disabled people.  
They relate to the need for very sheltered housing (elderly) and wheelchair housing (non-
elderly disabled adults).

Households receiving support for housing costs – covers private sector non-housing 
association tenants in receipt of housing benefit (HB) and owner-occupiers in receipt of 
Income Support for mortgage interest payments.

Replacement of local authority stock – aimed at the worst local authority dwellings 
where there may be a need for replacement by more appropriate social housing or a 
widening of the tenure mix.  It is intended to reflect broad issues about the quality and 
suitability of the dwellings rather than their condition.

Homeless households in temporary accommodation – included following the 1999 
Needs Indices Review to reflect a level of need for additional affordable housing 
provision.
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While the two indexes are consistent in their treatment of individual elements, their overall 
construction, and the weighting given to each element, differ to reflect the different functions and 
responsibilities of local authorities and housing associations, as shown in the table below. 

Components of the GNI & HNI in 2003/04 (weighting of each indicator used, by purpose) 
Indicator GNI (Local authorities) HNI (Housing associations) 
New provision 41.5% 75% 
Private sector stock condition 41.5% 25% 
Local authority stock condition 15% - 
Low demand 2% - 
Total 100% 100% 

The new provision indicator is based 20% on overcrowding and 10% on severe 
overcrowding, 25% on involuntary sharers and concealed families, 5% on worst 
condition private sector dwellings, 5% on elderly in need of specialized accommodation, 
5% on disabled in need of specialist accommodation, 10% on private sector households 
receiving help with their housing costs, 5% on the need to replace the worst local 
authority stock, and 15% on the numbers of homeless households placed in temporary 
accommodation.

The private sector stock condition factor is based primarily (85%) on the costs of dealing 
with unfitness and substantial disrepair. The balance comprises a measure of the numbers 
of households eligible for disabled facilities grants. 

The local authority stock condition indicator is based on the assessed costs of dealing 
with backlogs of repair and improvement work for dealings of different sizes, ages and 
construction type.  

The low demand measure is based one third on severe low demand within local authority 
stock, and two thirds on severe low demand within the private sector stock. (this would 
be a negative indicator, with the effect of reducing the allocation to an area with high 
vacancy or low demand).  

In addition, it should be noted that additional financial support to local authorities to deal with 
the repair of their own housing stock is provided through a Major Repairs Allowance, as part of 
the revenue subsidy system for council housing.  This is based on a modeled indicator of 
disrepair in the local authority stock, constructed in similar fashion to the GNI indicator, but 
based on the expenditure required to maintain stock in good condition, rather than deal with 
backlogs. 

Ownership Affordability Indicators 

The issue of affordability for potential home buyers has also risen up the political agenda in 
recent years, following a sustained period of house price rises, linked to a continuing period of 
economic growth, significant reductions in interest rates, and constraints on the supply of new 
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housing.  In consequence, the possible inclusion of an explicit home ownership affordability 
indicator within the HNI and GNI is now under discussion.  

Currently the main indicator of ownership affordability is maintained and published by the 
Council of Mortgage Lenders (CML), based on the Survey of Mortgage Lenders (SML) funded 
by the government. The CML calculates an income multiplier – the ratio of house prices to gross 
income for both first time buyers and movers that already own. While the SML does collect data 
on refinancing mortgages by existing home owners that do not move, those cases are not 
included in the calculation of income multipliers.  

This is based on mortgage loan applications from member banks, building societies and lenders 
and draws both the household income and house price directly from the application. Until July 
2003, the indicator was based on a 5% sample survey of loans originated, and lenders provided 
data on a quarterly basis.  Recently the survey has begun to collect data on 100% of loans 
originated (although not all lenders have agreed to participate on this basis).  

The main limitation of the CML/SML series is that it relates only to those households able to 
secure a mortgage, and it does not therefore reflect the variations in the ability of households to 
access the sector at different stages in economic and housing market cycles. Thus, for example, 
in the recent years of rapid house prices, the average incomes of first time purchasers have risen 
more rapidly than earned incomes for the population as a whole, and the average level of the 
deposit put down towards first time purchases have also increased sharply. Against that, interest 
rates have fallen quite sharply, so reducing the cost of repayments on larger mortgages. 
However, the current measure doers not factor in the impact of mortgage rates, a further 
limitation of the indicator.  

Over the years there have also been a number of independent studies that have assessed the 
affordability of home ownership for households in different parts of England, but these do not as 
of yet have any formal role in policy making (Bramley, 1990  and Wilcox, 2003).

Mortgage default and repossessions 

The issue of mortgage repossessions is far more prevalent in England than in many other 
countries, and thus households in mortgage arrears and the volume of mortgage repossessions are 
far more prominent concerns in the UK.  In part, this reflects the relative ease with which lenders 
can take possession of properties when households fall into arrears, and in part the very limited 
nature of the state safety net available to home buying households who suffer an adverse change 
of circumstances (i.e. unemployment, fall in earned income, relationship breakdown). 

Homeowners are not eligible for housing benefit, and the Income Support scheme does not 
provide unemployed claimants with any help with their mortgage costs until they have been out 
of work for nine months. This restriction, introduced in 1995, was intended to promote the take-
up of private mortgage payment protection policies, but in practice the take-up has been limited. 

Partly as a consequence of government policies to promote home ownership for lower income 
households, but primarily as a consequence of post-purchase changes of circumstances and the 
limited state income safety net for home owners, as compared with that for tenant households, 
England has a very high rate of poverty among owners.  In broad terms, they have been assessed 
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to comprise about “half the poor” on a range of before and after housing cost measures (Burrows 
& Wilcox 2000). 

Homeless measures

Access, or lack thereof, is reflected in measures of homelessness and use of temporary dwellings 
– more often an indication of lack of secure accommodation and security of tenure than an 
absolute lack of accommodation (CIH 2002).  This is because, in England, the term 
homelessness is defined in law and individuals meeting the definition are declared statutorily 
homeless.  The law also imposes a legal obligation on local authorities to provide 
accommodation to statutory homeless persons, which has evolved into a set of circumstances 
under which local authorities (i.e. municipalities) resort to renting “temporary” space in bed and 
breakfast accommodations and hotels.  Thus, the concept of temporary accommodations has 
emerged as a key indicator (Wilcox 2002).  

Other measures 

The related issues of fuel poverty and energy efficiency have assumed increasing importance in 
England in recent years. Fuel poverty is seen as a distinct issue as fuel (i.e. utility) costs are not 
covered by the UK housing benefit scheme, and can represent a large element of the budgets of 
low income households. As one consequence of this the English House Condition Survey 
(EHCS) now considers in far more detail all the property characteristics that relate to energy 
efficiency issues, including the use of a “Standard Assessment Procedure” (SAP) rating for all 
properties.

In the context of global warming, and in the UK it is reckoned that some 30% of all greenhouse 
gas emissions are linked to the domestic use of energy, such measures may become a more 
important focus for international policy in the decades ahead. 

Data Sources Used  

Data used to develop the 50 social exclusion indicators draw from a wide range of sources, 
including the annual Survey of English Housing, homelessness reporting from the (Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister – Minister responsible for housing (ODPM) and mortgage arrears data 
from the CML.  

The GNI and HNI indices are constructed from a variety of data sources.  These include the 
Census, the (EHCS), the Survey of English Housing (SEH), and various sets of administrative 
data provided by individual authorities. The Census is undertaken once every ten years, and until 
very recently the EHCS was undertaken once every five years. It is now undertaken (with a 
smaller sample) on an annual basis. The SEH is an annual survey, and the various local authority 
administrative returns are submitted either quarterly or annually.  

The indices are updated annually for any new data and their structure/composition is reviewed 
periodically. 
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The EHCS and SEH sample sizes are such that they can only provide data at the regional level. 
Local authority level scores are derived either by modeling that links the Survey data either with 
local level Census or administrative data. Thus, for example, the local authority stock condition 
indicator is based on survey estimates of the costs of dealing with disrepair and improvements 
for various dwelling archetypes, while local authority administrative data provides the numbers 
of each type of dwelling in each area.  

In addition, in assessing ownership affordability, annual data are available, or can be constructed 
from, a range of survey and administrative data.  National and regional data are available from 
the annual Family Expenditure Survey, Family Resources Survey and the Labour Force Survey. 
National, regional and local earnings data are available from the annual New Earnings Survey,
and it is now available both on the basis of place of work, and place of residence.

National, regional and local house price data are available (on a monthly and annual basis) from 
the Land Registry based on every market transaction.  However while this data source provides a 
very detailed level of spatial disaggregation, it can only provide separate prices for houses and 
for flats. It does not collect any information about the size of dwellings.  

Further detailed national and regional data on house prices and mortgage advances as well as 
affordability indicators in the form of house price multipliers are available from the CML Survey 
of Mortgage Lenders (on a quarterly and annual basis), and also from a number of the large 
lenders (i.e. Halifax, Nationwide).

Data on homeless applications to local authorities, and the numbers of persons/households in 
temporary accommodations is collected quarterly by the ODPM, from the statistics reported by 
localities under their statutory obligations to provide accommodations to eligible homeless 
persons. This is based on the formal homeless applications made to each authority, and shows 
whether or not households were found to be homeless, whether or not they were in priority need, 
the reason they became homeless, and household type. The statistical returns also state the 
numbers of households placed in temporary accommodation at the end of each quarter.  

Chronology of Indicators 

The composite indicators used in budget allocations date back to the 1980s, although these have 
been subject to various revision – with further assessment and refinement currently under 
consideration.

Given the age of the housing stock in the UK, housing conditions have long been an issue, and 
have been measured on an ongoing basis in the English House Conditions Survey. 

Various methodologies have been used (and continue to evolve) as a basis to monitor ownership 
affordability, but as yet there is no consensus on an appropriate method and thus there is no 
mainstream indicator. 
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Recent Uses in Policy and Planning Applications  

General Policy and Planning  

As suggested in describing the indicators, there is a strong emphasis on the use of indicators in 
England as a basis for budgetary allocations – primarily for rehabilitation or new development 
capital funding, but increasingly to broader community redevelopment and revitalization 
initiatives involving both housing and broader community development activities. Typically 
these funds are allocated on a competitive basis, using detailed objective data.  

In the policy context, it is a common practice in the UK for government to issue green papers to 
examine contemporary issues and seek input on proposed solutions and strategies.  In this vein, 
the government released a green paper in 2001 – “Quality and Choice: A Decent Home for All”.  
This outlined the key challenges and the government’s proposed strategies.   

It is not obvious which indicators were used to identify issues in the Green Paper, although 
housing conditions and social deprivation appear to be key concerns.  House price inflation and 
collapse (causing arrears and repossessions) has been a serious issue, but price inflation has 
recently subsided, so lack of ownership affordability was given less emphasis at that time in 
favour of improving access and the home transaction process.  

Subsequently, government policy has evolved further, and has been set out in a recent policy 
document “Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future” (ODPM, 2003).  This sets out 
three main policy targets: 

To improve all social sector housing, and private housing occupied by vulnerable 
households, to a ‘decent homes’ standard; 

To increase the supply of both market and affordable (social) housing in areas of housing 
stress (and in particular in London and the South East); and 

Through housing and related regeneration programs, tackle areas of low demand for 
housing, which suffer from a range of social and economic disadvantages.  These areas 
are primarily northern towns and cities that have experienced long term decline in 
traditional industries, with consequential effects on the housing markets that had 
originally grown up to provide housing for their workers.

For the first objective, the “decent homes” standard, while modest, has been clearly defined, and 
this measure was used in the 2001 English House Condition Survey, and is increasingly being 
used in the local stock condition surveys undertaken by individual local authorities to inform 
their local housing strategies and policies (the dwelling condition is not an assessment by the 
occupant – it is a professional assessment by the local authority). 

“Decent homes” must meet the statutory “fitness” standard, be in a reasonable state of repair, 
have reasonably modern facilities and services (i.e. a kitchen that its less than 20 years old and a 
bathroom less than 30 years old), and provide a reasonable degree of thermal comfort. The 
fitness standard requires that properties be “free from disrepair; structurally stable; free from 
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dampness prejudicial to the health of the occupants; adequate provision for lighting, heating and 
ventilation, adequate supply of wholesome water; effective system for the draining of foul, waste 
and surface water; suitably located WC for the exclusive use of the occupants; exclusive use of a 
suitably located bath or shower and wash-hand basin, each of which is provided with a 
satisfactory supply of hot and cold water; satisfactory facilities for the preparation and cooking 
of food; including a sink with a satisfactory supply of hot and cold water”. 

The recent sustained period of house price rises, particularly in the south of England, has seen a 
renewed interest in home owner house price to income and related measures, and these are used 
in the ODPM “Sustainable communities” report.  There is not yet, however, an officially 
accepted methodology for measuring house price to income ratios, although this topic is now 
under intensive review both within and outside government (Wilcox 2003). That said, the 
political decision to focus the growth in funding for investment in new affordable housing in 
London and the South East cuts across any decisions that might be made to revise the content or 
balance of the GNI and HNI measures.  

At a sub-national level, while there is government guidance on the conduct of local housing 
needs studies (i.e. quantification of new housing requirements), it is not tightly prescriptive.  
There are difficulties with measures of local household incomes, largely due to the limited 
aspirations of local housing needs surveys, and the poor response rate to questions on incomes in 
the postal questionnaires typically used in these surveys.  There is also no consensus on the 
appropriate house price-to-income multipliers to use in defining the limits of affordability for 
households seeking to become homeowners.  

Program Eligibility  

There is no direct link between the various indicators in use, as outlined above, and eligibility for 
either social housing or the shelter allowance (Housing Benefit) which is means tested, and 
based largely on income.  Because the Housing Benefit is delivered alongside a variety of other 
benefit programs, there is a convoluted formula to tax back assistance to avoid double dipping. 
Due to overlapping benefits this has become increasingly complex and highly criticized for 
causing very high effective marginal tax rates.  

Those concerns, plus concerns about administrative complexity and the behavourial impact of 
basing benefit levels on actual rents (subject to complex limits in the private rented sector), led to   
the proposal in the most recent green paper for fundamental reform of the Housing Benefit 
(ODPM 2003). Those reforms, currently being piloted in nine areas for private tenants, will base 
benefits on local allowances set in relation to household size and average rents in each locality, 
with no reference to the actual rent paid by the individual claimants. 

Budget Allocations  

As noted, a very technical series of indicators are employed to assist in the allocation of central 
government funding both for the modernization and rehabilitation of social housing stock, as 
well as for the allocation of capital funding for new development (primarily by housing 
associations).  The recent trend in allocations for regeneration has been to direct funds to areas 
where the indicators of deprivation and social exclusion identify the most acute issues of 
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deprivation – compounding low income with social exclusion, poor health, crime and dwellings 
in poor repair 

Summary of Indicators  - England  

Indicator Purpose 
Where 
published 

How often 
updated Source of data 

Generalized 
Needs Index 
(GNI), and 
Housing 
Need Index 
(HNI),

Composite indices used 
almost exclusively by 
government to allocate 
capital funding for both 
modernization and 
improvement of existing 
social housing and to 
fund new development. 

ODPM (Housing) Varies by element 
(annual to 
decennial) 

Wide variety of 
sources, including 
survey and 
administrative sources  

Social 
Exclusion 
Indicators  

Comprehensive set of 50 
indicators including 7 
related to housing; used 
to assess social and 
economic disadvantage 
on a geographic basis. 

National gov’t – 
Social Exclusion 
Unit 

Annual  Wide variety of 
sources, including 
survey and 
administrative sources 

CML-
Ownership 
Affordability  

To asses accessibility of 
ownership 

Council of 
Mortgage 
Lenders (CML) 

Quarterly Survey of Mortgage 
Lenders  

3.4. United States 

Indicators in Use 

A number of overlapping indicators are being used in the US. The primary and official measure 
is Worst Case Housing Need (WCHN). Critical Housing Need (CHN) is a somewhat broader 
indicator which covers both tenures and includes the assisted households (excluded in WCHN).  
The concept of the national Housing Wage has been created and fairly well publicized by a 
national advocacy organization. This is a relative index that determines the wage required to 
afford a fair market rent (FMR) at 30% of income.18  The homeownership rate for underserved 
and minority households is another widely used indicator.  

Various recent publications advocating for a more effective policy and funding response from 
government cite either worst case housing need (HUD 2001, Dolbeare 2001) or critical housing 
need (Stegman Davis and Quercia 2003; Lipman 2002; Millennium Housing Commission 2002; 
National Housing Conference 2003,).  In a country policy update prepared for the 2002 Tri-
Country Housing Conference, US delegates similarly reference worst case need as the key 
measure used in the US (Ramirez, Nail & Barreto 2002). 

In addition to the biennial report to congress and publications by National Housing Conference 
and National Low Income Housing Coalition, an independent annual assessment (The State of 

18 Fair Market Rent (FMR) is a market specific rent (metropolitan areas or non metropolitan counties) formally 
established by HUD in an annual schedule and based on the 40th percentile rent for that area. 
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the Nation’s Housing) is undertaken by the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard 
University.  This report is a broad annual overview of the housing market and includes 
discussion and tabulation of housing conditions and affordability issues among low income 
households.

Concurrently, there has been a persistent concern about access to ownership, particularly among 
minority households (Harvard Joint Center, NHC 2002).  Although not specifically identified as 
a measure of need, the issue of minority homeownership has captured political attention across 
both Democratic and Republican administrations.  

Worst Case Housing Need  

The primary formal measure of housing need used in the US, is the concept of worst case 
housing need, which applies only to renter households.   This measure assesses the number of 
very low income households (defined below) that pay more than 50% of gross income for rent, 
including utilities and/or occupy severely inadequate housing. 

Although already in use informally, in 1990, the US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) was mandated to report to Congress on worst case housing needs across the 
US – the WCHN report.  These biennial reports (every 2 years) draw on data collected in a 
biennial survey – the American Housing Survey (AHS) undertaken by the Bureau of the Census.  

The most recent report is Trends in Worst Case Need for Housing 1978-1999, which also 
includes a brief overview of trends from 1999-2001, although not officially published as the 
2001 Worst Case Need Report.  

The key measures used within the concept of worst case housing need are: 19

Very low income households –households with less than 50% of Area Median Income 
(AMI – an income benchmark, or first step in assessing if a household is severely 
burdened).20  This definition was created by Congress and applied to HUD rental 
programs.  Statutory adjustments allow for upper and lower caps for areas with high or 
low ratios of housing costs-to-incomes and, for non-metropolitan counties, a lower cap 
equal to the state-wide non-metropolitan average.    

Severely cost burdened households – very low income households paying more than 50% 
of gross income for rent, including utilities. 

Living in severely inadequate housing. A unit has severe physical problems if it has any 
of the following five problems:  

19 The WCN indicator does not include an assessment of overcrowding, although some local jurisdictions do use 
crowding as a local preference for program assistance.  A crowding standard is included in the American Housing 
Survey: more than one person per room, excluding bathrooms, porches, balconies, foyers, halls and half-rooms, with 
an additional “severely crowded” standard of 1.5 people per room.   
20 Area Median Income is determined and applied at the scale of Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas (SMSA) or 
for non-metropolitan counties.  
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Plumbing. Lacking hot or cold piped water or a flush toilet, or lacking both bathtub 
and shower, all inside the structure (and for the exclusive use of the unit, unless there 
are two or more full bathrooms).  
Heating. Having been uncomfortably cold last winter for 24 hours or more because the 
heating equipment broke down, and it broke down at least three times last winter for at 
least 6 hours each time.  
Electric. Having no electricity, or all of the following three electric problems: exposed 
wiring, a room with no working wall outlet, and three blown fuses or tripped circuit 
breakers in the last 90 days.  
Hallways. Having all of the following four problems in public areas: no working light 
fixtures, loose or missing steps, loose or missing railings, and no working elevator.  
Upkeep. Having any five of the following six maintenance problems: (1) water leaks 
from the outside, such as from the roof, basement, windows, or doors; (2) leaks from 
inside the structure, such as pipes or plumbing fixtures; (3) holes in the floors; (4) 
holes or open cracks in the walls or ceilings; (5) more than 8 inches by 11 inches of 
peeling paint or broken plaster; or (6) signs of rats in the last 90 days.

Assessing Available Supply of Affordable Dwellings 

In addition to measuring need on the basis of demand, the biennial reports on worst case housing 
need since the mid 1990’s have also included tabulations and discussion on a measure of supply. 
Specifically, this assesses first the number of rental units that have rents below 30% of AMI (and 
thus affordable to low income households).  

The various reports have tracked both the absolute number of units as well as the number of units 
unoccupied and available below this rent level, by area. The biennial reports, as well as the 
recent 1979-1999 trend report note that over time there has been a significant decline in the 
volume of units in this category.  Moreover, there is a much larger count of households in need 
than there are unoccupied units in the stock, mainly because many lower rent units are occupied 
by households with incomes above the AMI threshold – a problem labeled as a mismatch.  

Critical Housing Need

The concept of critical housing need (CHN) is an expansion of WCHN and among other things 
seeks to include assisted households. Because a significant number of assisted renters still have 
serious housing expense burdens, the CHN measure also includes assisted renters – inclusion of 
this group focuses attention on the inadequate levels of current housing assistance.   

In determining the number of very low income households experiencing a severe cost burden, 
the universe of households distinguishes between households in receipt of housing subsidy 
versus unassisted households.  A household is defined as receiving assistance if they answer yes 
to any of three questions in the AHS relating to the form and source of housing assistance. 
Generally, the data on worst case need is presented only for “unassisted households”, which 
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excludes households identified as receiving assistance in AHS questions.21 The WCHN measure 
excludes such assisted households – they are however included in CHN.  

The CHN similarly enumerates households with a severe housing burden or living in severely 
inadequate housing.  However, it is applied across both tenures to households with earnings all 
the way up to 120% of local area median income and also includes households already receiving 
housing assistance (which are currently excluded from WCHN).   

Thus, CHN complements HUD’s worst case needs with some overlap.  The overlap is among 
unassisted very low income renters with earnings of at least $10,700. The concept was designed 
and promulgated by the National Housing Conference, a non-profit non-partisan advocacy 
coalition dedicated to advancing affordable housing and community development causes.   

A subset of those households with incomes above $10,700 (the equivalent of one full-time 
worker, working at the federal minimum wage of $5.15 per hour) is often used to focus attention 
on housing problems among the working poor. 

The idea of CHN is to show that although the vast majority of those with severe problems have 
very low income, high housing cost burdens are climbing up the income ladder and apply to 
owners as well as renters.  Corroborating this, HUD (2003) reports that between 1999 and 2001, 
there is a notable increase in CHN among owners.   

As discussed below, the CHN measure draws its data from the AHS and accordingly follows the 
same biennial cycle. 

Housing Wage

The  “Housing Wage” determines the income needed to afford the HUD Fair Market Rent 
(FMR) for a two-bedroom apartment at 30% of household income. 22 At a national level, based 
on the median two-bedroom FMR. This theoretical required wage has risen steadily from $11.08 
in 1999 to $15.21 in 2003 – nearly three times the current federal minimum wage (note however 
that the divergence is also influenced by the fact that between 1997-2001 the federal minimum 
wage was not indexed to inflation).   

According to the National Low Income Housing Coalition, 75% of the nation’s states – home to 
more than 90% of all US renter households – have a Housing Wage of more than twice the 
minimum wage, while nine states have Housing Wages more than three times the minimum 

21 In 1997 the AHS questions intended to identify households receiving rental assistance were changed in both 
content and order from those used earlier.  Because the worst case concept was developed to measure the number 
and characteristics of households having priority for federal rental assistance, households responding that “a state or 
local government pay[s] some of the cost of the unit” were not included as receiving (federal) rental assistance. 
These new questions no longer attempt to identify state or local rental assistance. 

22 Conceptually, this is very similar to Canada’s core need income threshold,  which determines the income required 
to afford a median rent unit (for specific household size and composition) at 30% of income.  In Canada this is 
developed at the CMA level and for census agglomerations (CA) and is used as an eligibility criteria for access to 
federally funded or cost shared social housing.  
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(National Low Income Housing Coalition 2003).  In 2003, the two bedroom Housing Wage 
ranges from $35.02 in Santa Clara County, CA, to $7.12 in parts of Alabama. 

Homeownership Affordability  

Similar to other countries, the US has unofficial (non-government) indicators of homeownership 
affordability. A Housing Affordability Index is maintained by the National Association of 
Realtors (NAR), a private trade organization for the real estate broker industry (see  website:  
http://www.realtor.org/research.nsf/pages/HousingInx.). It is published both at a national and 
regional scale.  

The calculation assumes a down payment of 20% of the home price and a qualifying gross debt 
service ratio of 25%.  It is based on a typical home, defined as the national median-priced, 
existing single-family home as calculated by NAR.  The typical family is defined as one earning 
the median family income as reported by the US Bureau of the Census. The prevailing mortgage 
interest rate is the effective rate on loans closed on existing homes from the Federal Housing 
Finance Board and HSH Associates, Butler, N.J. These components are used to determine if the 
median income family can qualify for a mortgage on a typical home. 

The index is defined as “the ratio of median family income-to-qualifying income”.  Values over 
100 indicate that the typical (median) family has more than sufficient income to purchase the 
median-priced home. 

The index, which stood at 144.3 in March, 2003, up from 139.5 in December 2002, is kept for 
fixed rate mortgage loans, ARMs, and a composite mortgage.  The affordability index moves 
with changes in median home prices, median household income, and mortgage interest rates. 

This housing affordability index is not part of the government’s official housing needs database, 
nor used for policy purposes, despite its utility and widespread availability.

Minority Homeownership Rates 

Both the Clinton and G W. Bush administrations have formally adopted national homeownership 
goals.  Clinton’s goal was to achieve an all-time high homeownership rate of 67% of all 
households by the year 2000, while the Bush administration’s goal is more narrowly defined as 
increasing the number of minority homeowners by 5.5 million by the end of this decade (HUD 
2002) 23 The way that the Clinton and Bush homeownership goals come together is that the 
overall national homeownership rate can’t significantly increase without disproportionately 
boosting minority rates. 

While ownership rates are a fairly uniform indicator, the target homeownership rates for 
minorities represent more of an application of an indicator (ownership) towards a policy goal as 
opposed to an indicator in their own right.  Since both the Clinton and Bush administrations have 
adopted homeownership goals, these may lead to new measures of need/aspirations in the future.   

23 A Message from Secretary of Housing and Urban Development Mel Martinez at
http://www.hud.gov/initiatives/blueprint/message.cfm.
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The Census Bureau recently published homeownership figures  (first quarter 2003) showing that 
nationally 75% of whites own their homes compared to 48% of blacks and 47% of Hispanics.  

Data Sources Used 

The worst case housing need and critical housing need measures are facilitated by data collected 
in the American Housing Survey.  Between 1973-83 this survey was carried out annually – and 
was accordingly labeled the Annual Housing Survey.  Since 1983, it has been administered at the 
national level every two years and relabeled the American Housing Survey (AHS).  Due to 
methodological changes, some data are not directly comparable across the full time series 
(Bureau of the Census 1999; HUD 2003). 

The survey is conducted for HUD by the Bureau of the Census.  The AHS collects data on the 
nation's housing, including apartments, single-family homes, mobile homes, vacant housing 
units, household characteristics, income, housing and neighborhood quality, housing costs, 
equipment and fuels, size of housing unit, and recent movers.  National data are collected in odd 
numbered years, and data for each of 47 selected metropolitan areas are currently collected on a 
cyclical basis. A subset of metropolitan centers is sampled each survey, with each individual city 
revisited on a 6 year cycle (metropolitan survey).  The national sample covers an average 55,000 
housing units.  Each selected metropolitan area sample covers 4,100 or more housing units.  Data 
from the national survey is disaggregated to report at a regional level (with four large regional 
divisions (Northeast, Midwest, South and West), but the sample size is insufficient to support 
metropolitan level analysis, except in those years when selected metropolitan area data are 
collected. 

In addition to needs data, the AHS also collects rent data, which are used, together with census 
data and separate rent surveys, to assist in establishing HUD Fair Market Rents (FMR) for use in 
defining benefit levels in existing rental programs.  This involves determination of a base rent, 
inflating this to the current year and making adjustments for varying bedroom sizes/occupancy 
levels.  The FMR is not used as an indicator of housing condition, or need, rather it is a program 
administration tool, used to help set levels of assistance payments. 24  Accordingly it is not 
discussed in detail here (for reference see http://www.huduser.org/datasets/fmr.html).

Chronology of Indicator  

The worst case housing need concept was initially developed to measure the number and 
characteristics of households having priority for federal rental assistance as a way to inform the 
program and policy development process within HUD.  References to the concept of Worst Case 
Housing Need can be found in publications in the early 1980’s (HUD 1991, McGough 1993).  
These publications cite trends in worst case housing need back to 1973 – the time of the first 
Annual Housing Survey.   

24 FMR is, however, used as the basis for determining the housing wage indicator  
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Estimates of the numbers of households with worst case needs and information on the incidence 
of these severe housing problems by household income informed deliberations on the Cranston-
Gonzalez National Affordable Housing Act of 1990.  

In the 1991 (fiscal year) appropriation bill, the Senate Appropriations Committee instructed 
HUD to report annually to Congress on worst case housing needs. The Committee also strongly 
urged HUD to develop a strategic plan that “outlines how the Federal Government, despite 
limited fiscal resources, can help to eliminate or substantially reduce the number of families and 
individuals … in this worst case needs category.” Worst case housing need has been assessed on 
a formal basis since HUD was mandated to report on this situation by the Senate Appropriations 
Committee in 1990. 25

The worst case need (severely cost burdened and/or living in severely inadequate housing) 
measures were not identified in the previous 1992 CMHC research work, even though they were 
in existence at that time.  This reflects the primary emphasis of the earlier CMHC work on 
allocation models as distinct from need models.  The earlier CMHC study references only a Fair 
Share Formula which involved a composite of 6 individual indicators as the basis used to 
allocate housing assistance to existing active programs across 250 allocation areas (CMHC 
1992).

The Fair Share Allocation is still in existence, and applies to new appropriations for housing 
vouchers and non-public housing production programs – although there have been very few 
appropriations in recent years. 

The National Low Income Housing Coalition has developed and annually published the housing 
wage since 1989.  In 1998 the NLIHC enhanced this coverage to a comprehensive form that 
provides data on housing in every county, Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA), combined non-
metropolitan area. Earlier editions provided data for MSAs and states only. 

Recent Uses in Policy and Planning Applications 

General Policy and Planning  

Worst case housing need became formalized in biennial reports to Congress and was accordingly 
a key measure in formal submissions for annual appropriations.  The most recent detailed 
biennial report was published in 2001 – based on the 1999 AHS (Rental Housing Assistance—
The Worsening Crisis).

Subsequently, a longer term trend report (Trends in Worst Case Need for Housing 1978-1999) 
has also been published. While profiling trends from 1979 to 1999, it also includes an overview 

25 HUD’s previous reports to Congress are: Priority Problems and “Worst Case” Needs in 1989 (June 1991, 
HUD–1314–PDR), The Location of Worst Case Needs in the Late 1980s (December 1992, HUD–1387–PDR), 
Worst Case Needs for Housing Assistance in the United States in 1990 and 1991 (June 1994, HUD–1481– 
PDR), Rental Housing Assistance at a Crossroads: A Report to Congress on Worst Case Housing Needs 
(March 1996), Rental Housing Assistance—The Crisis Continues (April 1998), and Rental Housing 
Assistance—The Worsening Crisis (March 2000).  
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of trends between 1999 and 2001 (HUD 2003).  However it does not fully detail WCN 1999-
2001 and accordingly does not appear to be a formal biennial report.   In addition to examining 
these trends, the 2003 report also discusses, at some length a variety of methodological 
limitations in this indicator and suggests that fairly major revisions are being examined.  

The reports also use data from the AHS to describe key trends in the rental housing stock – and 
notably a decline in the volume of units available and affordable to extremely low income renters 
(previously noted “mismatch problem”).  This does not appear to auger well for the future as 
contracting supply can only lead to upward pressure on rents, especially in the lower part of the 
rent distribution.

Reflecting the sentiments of others and to a degree the premise of the more extensive Critical 
Housing Need measure, Dolbeare (2001) observes that there may be an excessive pre-occupation 
with worst case need (focused on unassisted very low income renters) while the real extent of 
housing need tends to be obscured – she notes that, in addition to the 4.9 million in worst case 
need, a further 21 million renter households have less critical but still serious problems, paying 
30-50% of income and/or living in inadequate conditions.  Dolbeare notes that this is a much 
broader group of households and could be a significant constituency of support in advocacy 
efforts for more resources (Dolbeare 2001).  

The measure of worst case housing need is too broad to be directly used in program planning. 
More directed surveys and research tend to be used to gather data to help in program design and 
refinements.  The primary use of the measure appears to be as a way to quantify outstanding 
levels of need as part of the advocacy process and to help justify departmental submissions for 
new appropriations.  Commentators however noted that the magnitude of the problem is 
overwhelming and therefore publication of the HUD report may have lost its impact.  

Its publication does, however, appear to have contributed to a shift in policy away from a more 
general set of federal housing preference criteria toward explicit targeting on the basis of WCHN 
(HUD 2003).

The other unofficial measures – Critical Housing Need and the concept of a Housing Wage 
appear to be emerging in the efforts of advocates and policy analysts as do statistics on minority 
homeownership rates.    

Program Eligibility 

Worst case housing need is not directly used in program eligibility, although initially it was 
conceived as a tool to measure potential demand for admission to rental assistance programs.  
Related concepts of income relative to some percentile of the Area Median Income (AMI) are 
the primary tools used to establish program eligibility for public housing, vouchers and tax credit 
funded projects.  In most programs, eligibility is based on an income below the 80% of AMI 
(low income definition) or below 50% of AMI (very low income).  Assisted ownership programs 
provide assistance up to 120% of AMI. 
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Budget Allocations  

In recent years, new appropriations for production programs and personal housing assistance 
(vouchers) have been relatively small by historical standards, or have been funded through 
indirect assistance – notably the Low income Housing Tax Credit and Mortgage Revenue Bonds. 

The main active housing assistance programs for which budgetary allocations are necessary are 
the Section 8 voucher program, the HOME program, and Community Development Block 
Grants (CBDG).  Funding or tax expenditure room and the two tax-based programs are based on 
a formula-based per capita distribution (not a needs based allocation). The allocation for CBDG 
is by a complicated formula that attempts to measure local relative levels of need.

Summary of Indicators – US  

Indicator Purpose 
Where 
published 

How often 
updated Source of data 

Worst Case 
Housing 
Need

Developed to measure 
the number and 
characteristics of 
households having 
priority for federal rental 
assistance 

HUD (official 
report to 
congress; also in 
State of Nations 
Housing (Harvard 
Joint Center) 

Biennial at national 
level; six yr cycle 
for metropolitan 
centres 

American Housing 
Survey 

Critical 
Housing 
Need

Broader measure than 
WCHN (includes owners) 
and incomes up to 120% 
AMI – used by advocates 
for promote funding need 

National Housing 
Conference 

Biennial American Housing 
Survey 

Housing 
wage

Developed and used by 
advocates to promote 
funding need 

Low Income 
Housing Coalition 
& Center for 
Housing Policy  

Annual  American Housing 
Survey 

homeowners
hip rate 

Measures overall 
ownership rate as well as 
minority rates against 
national goals 

HUD: State of 
Nations Housing 
(Harvard Joint 
Center) 

Biennial  American Housing 
Survey; and current 
Population survey 
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4. Recent Reporting of Need Measures in Each Country  

As a way to illustrate use of the indicators in each country, this chapter briefly highlights the 
most recent data on need as measured by the primary indicators identified for each of the four 
countries being reviewed.  Appendix B lists relevant websites where the most recent data 
releases for each country can be sought.  

4.1. Canada:  
Core Housing Need  

At this time revised core need estimates based 
on the 2001 census are not available. The most 
recent detailed estimates of core housing need 
are therefore based on the 1996 census.  At 
that time, a total of 1.7 million households 
were found to be in core housing need.  

Two thirds of these are renters and the 
incidence of need is much higher among 
renters (17%) than among owners (5%). Just 
over half are non-family unattached individuals.  

Detailed breakdown on the nature of the housing problem (affordability predominates) and the 
absolute number and incidence of need by age, household type and location are also available.  

Although detailed data have not been published, and data method differences preclude direct 
comparison between core need estimates based on the census versus those based on inter-censal 
survey data, CMHC has also released limited results from an analysis undertaken on Survey of 
Housing Spending (SHS) from 1997 to 2000.  Based on the SHS annual time series data, CHMC 
found that core need declined marginally over this 4 year period, with the number of owners and 
renters in core need falling by 2.6% and 2.8% respectively.  It also reported reduction in need 
among lone parents and couples while the number of non-elderly singles and seniors both 
increased. (Canadian Housing Observer, 2003). 

Shelter Burdens (Affordability) 

For the more general shelter cost ratios more 
recent data are available from the 2001 Census.  
Like the SHS core need estimates (1997-2000), 
this suggests a small improvement in 
affordability problems since 1996, attributable 
to a period of strong economic growth and 
accompanying improvement in incomes, as 

Householed in  
Core Housing Need (1996) 
 Households % 
Total 1,725,655  
Renters 1,172,270 68% 
Owners 553,385 32% 

   
Unattached Individuals       878,415 51%
Families       847,235 49%

Source: CMHC; 1996 Census 

Proportion of Households with an Affordability 
Problem  

  1996 2001 
Owners 30%+ 16.9 16.0 

 50%+ 6.5 6.2 
Renters  30%+ 43.2 39.6 

 50%+ 21.6 19.0 
Proportion of household gross pretax income spent on 
gross rent or owner major payments. 
Source Census 1996, 2001



36

well as low mortgage rates which have positively impacted access to homeownership. Overall 
the proportion of owners paying either more than 30% or more than 50% declined marginally; 
there is a more noticeable decline in the number of renter households with these shelter-to-
income ratios – however, almost one in five renter households still exceed the 50% level 
(739,000 renter households). 26

Homeownership Affordability 

In terms of ownership affordability, as measured by the RBC housing affordability index this 
registered a small decline in the latest release (February 2004) In the last quarter of 2003, RBC’s 
housing affordability index — which measures the proportion of pre-tax household income taken 
up by ownership costs — eroded only slightly to 32.2% from 31.9% in the previous quarter.  For 
2003 as a whole, the index averaged 31.9%, very close to the all-time low of 31.7% recorded in 
2001.

4.2. Australia 
The key measures identified in Australia were housing stress and the housing (ownership) 
affordability indicator. These are published, together with an array of other measures in an 
annual statistical report – Australia Social Trends, from which the following table is extracted. 
As noted earlier the incidence of renter affordability problems has not been reported since 1998.  

HOUSING COSTS Indicators (Australian Social Trends 2002)
Units 1991 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Housing interest rate % 15.1 10.0 10.3 8.3 6.7 6.6 7.0 7.6
Affordability index index no. 111.7 140.9 141.7 169.0 169.0 164.8 145.9 159.6
Households with affordability problems % n.a. 10.6 10.5 10.6 11.3 n.y.a. n.y.a. n.y.a.
Renting households with affordability 
problems % n.a. 5.8 5.9 6.2 6.8 n.y.a. n.y.a. n.y.a.

First home buyers: average loan size $'000 n.a. 92.9 94.6 104.6 109.9 127.6 133.1 124.8
Average weekly earnings index index no. 106.6 121.7 127.2 132.1 137.6 142.7 147.4 155.2
Mean weekly public rent $ n.a. 59 62 64 63 68 71 n.y.a.
Mean weekly private rent $ n.a. 138 148 153 157 167 166 n.y.a.
Rental cost index(c) index no. 104.8 108.9 111.7 115.1 118.5 122.0 125.4 129.3

Housing Stress 
The specific measure, housing stress is based on Australian Housing Survey, last conducted in 
1999.  In 1999, 31% of households renting privately and 18% of owners with a mortgage, spent 
more than 30% of their income on housing.   Households in the lowest two income quintiles (the 
basis for the housing stress indicator) spent a considerably higher proportion of their income on 

26 There is a methodological issue in the determination of shelter burdens. Because the Census collects annual 
income for the year preceding the Census (e.g. 2000), but monthly rent at the time of the Census (i.e. May 2001), 
there is a mismatch.  Household mobility, changing household composition and incomes and underreporting of 
income all contribute to a problem of this shelter to income calculation generating a significant number of 
households paying greater than 100% of income for shelter.  In the published 2001 data the number paying >100% 
is explicitly identified and is a very significant number – e.g. 8% of all renters.  However, in the 1996 published data 
these values are embedded in the single count of spending >50%. The table above uses the gross unadjusted value in 
both 1996 and 2001.   
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housing. While approximately 20% of all households spent more than 25% of their income on 
housing, the proportion was 32% for those in the two lowest income quintiles. 

One parent households with dependent children were twice as likely as couples with dependent 
children to spend more than 25% of their income on housing (42% compared to 21%). Thirty-
four per cent of one parent households with dependent children and 14% of couples with 
dependent children only, spent more than 30% of their income on housing. 

Data are now available from the 2001 census but a formal release of the housing stress measure 
has not yet been officially released. 27

Homeownership Affordability

There are a number of measures that track homeownership affordability (or more correctly 
access). The most prominent one is that jointly produced by the Commonwealth Bank of 
Australia (CBA) and the Housing Industry Association (HIA). It is constructed to measure the 
affordability of the median-priced established dwelling purchased by first-home buyers. The 
homeownership indicator is available for the second quarter of 2003.   

In recent years, there has been a sustained increase in 
house prices. Despite historically low mortgage rates, 
homeownership affordability has experienced a steady 
decline. This has prompted the Treasurer to convene a 
detailed inquiry on this problem and ways to improve 
homeownership access.  The current level of 
affordability is, however, still above the low point 
reached at the end of the 1980s boom, a period when 
interest rates were exceptionally high and the ratio of 
house prices to incomes was also at a peak.  

Different measures of affordability yield different conclusions about recent trends.  For example, 
an affordability measure comparing full-time earnings with average mortgage repayments 
between 1985 and 2002, shows that affordability improved slightly in Brisbane over this period, 
but declined slightly in Melbourne and Sydney.  However, different conclusions can be reached 
when affordability is measured using a ratio of actual average income to the ‘qualifying’ income 
needed to obtain a typical housing loan (includes down payment consideration) in each location.  
According to this measure, Melbourne, Sydney and Australia as a whole, experienced significant 
declines in ownership affordability between 1984 and 2003. 

The affordability measure produced by CBA/HIA has fallen by more than other measures over 
recent years, reflecting the faster rate of increase in the CBA measure of house prices (Housing 
Industry Association, 2003).28

27 ABS has not yet formally issued a release, but data are available by request for special tabulations, at a cost, and 
are expected in various pieces of research forthcoming by the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute 
(AHURI). 
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4.3. England 
The earlier discussion noted that distinct from the other three countries being reviewed, there is 
no single mainstream indicator of dwelling condition or housing need in England that is widely 
recognized and used by government policy makers and advocates.  The analysis did, however, 
identify a number of more comprehensive indicators, which include specific measures on 
housing elements.   

Key among these are the homeless related measure of persons in temporary accommodations; 
various measures generated by the social exclusion unit; and in the area of ownership 
affordability, the CML House Price-Income ratio (Income Multiplier). More recently 
government policy has also focused on the measure of the numbers on ‘non decent’ homes, 
rather than the numbers of ‘unfit’ dwellings, dwellings lacking amenities or in serious disrepair.   

Temporary accommodations 

The data on temporary accommodations are published by the Office of the Deputy Prime 
Minister (ODPM) and were cited in the 2003 UK Housing Review. These figures show the 
numbers of households placed in temporary accommodation by local authorities under their legal 
duties for homeless households, as at the end of each quarter. 

 Homeless households living in Temporary Accommodation 
(England)  

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 
42,190 45,030 51.520 61,190 72,440 78,620 85,870 

Source: UK Housing Review 2003/04 

Since the mid 1990’s there has been a significant upturn in the number of households in 
temporary accommodations. This is influenced by rising house prices which have reduced the 
supply of homes for rent to social housing tenants seeking to move out of the sector – this 
reduced turnover limits the availability of social housing to homeless applicants.  

Indicators of poverty and social exclusion  

In December 2002 The New Policy Institute published its fifth annual report of indicators of 
poverty and social exclusion, which include a number of housing related indicators.  

This monitoring program assesses relative direction of change. The accompanying table 
identifies the full series of 50 indicators. The highlights of those relating specifically to housing 
need and shows that:

Levels of overcrowding have reduced by a third in the last decade.  Overcrowding in the 
social rented sector is two and a half times the level for those with mortgages.  

28 Until the December quarter 1987, this measure uses an estimate of the median dwelling price based on loans taken 
out with the CBA by first-home buyers (primary residence). From 1988, with separate information on loans to first-
home buyers no longer available, movements in the series are based on movements in the median price paid by all 
home buyers who financed with CBA. 
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The number of low 
income households 
without central heating 
has declined by a more 
than a third since 
1994/95.  Households in 
the private rented sector 
are twice as likely as 
other households to be 
without central heating 

The number of 
mortgage holders in 
serious arrears is now at 
its lowest level in a 
decade.  

A total of almost 86,000 
households were in 
temporary 
accommodation in 
2002.  This is almost 
double the numbers in 
1997. This is based on 
administrative data as 
homeless individuals 
and families are 
required to register as 
statutorily homeless in 
order to qualify for 
housing assistance.  

(Source: Monitoring 
Poverty and Social 
Exclusion 2002. Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation 

Homeownership Affordability

With respect to ownership affordability, the Council of Mortgage Lenders publish a tabulation 
that tracks the house price-to-income multiplier for home purchase loans funded by their 
members. 

The most recent data are for 2002 and illustrates a trend toward higher income multipliers. 
However, falling interest rates have meant that there has not been any similar rise in the 
repayment to income ratios of homebuyers.    
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Council Of Mortgage Lenders  House Purchase 
Affordability - First Time And Move Up Buyers 
  First Time Buyers Movers 
 % of loans Income 

multiple (1) 
% of loans Income 

multiple 
Year     
1996 48 2.36 52 2.17 
1997 45 2.37 55 2.20 
1998 48 2.38 52 2.22 
1999 47 2.41 53 2.29 
2000 44 2.42 56 2.37 
2001 43 2.48 57 2.40 
2002 38 2.67 62 2.56 
Source: Survey of Mortgage Lenders 
1. Income multiples reflect the income figure provided by buyers in 
their mortgage application and may reflect one or more incomes. Data 
exclude cases where the previous tenure of buyers is not known.   
2. Figures for percent advance and income multiple are based on 
median values and should be broadly representative of individual 
transactions. 

4.4.   United States  
The indicators identified in the US were Worst Case Housing Need, Critical Housing Need and 
Minority Homeownership Rates. 29

Worst Case Housing Need 

The biennial publication of Worse Case Housing Need was published in 2001, based on the 1999 
AHS.  The 2001 report identified 4.86 million renter households in WCHN (14.3% of all renters 
and 4.7% of all households). This was the lowest proportion ever recorded (although not the 
lowest in absolute numbers). The decline over 1997 was attributed to improvements in income 
levels among very low income renters (HUD 2001).  

A subsequent Trends report covering 1979-1999 also includes an overview of trends between the 
1999 and 2001 AHS. This most recent edition identifies 5.07 million households in WCHN but 
notes that this is not deemed to be statistically significant – so effectively there has been no 
improvement or decline.  

The 2003 report also reports on critical housing need and observes that severe housing problems 
have risen significantly among owners with very low and low incomes. 

29 As noted earlier, WCHN includes both affordability and condition standards.  While the WCHN measure does not 
include a crowding standard, this information is collected in the AHS and available through the US Bureau of the 
Census – however it is not a widely used measure. In the later commentary section, Michael Stegman suggests that 
this standard should be more explicitly used as there is evidence of a growing issue of crowding, especially among 
immigrant households 



41

With respect to the mismatch problem (availability of lower rent units below the FMR), the HUD 
reports states that

Shortages of housing remained most severe for units affordable and available to renters 
with extremely low incomes. In 2001, there were still only 42 units affordable and 
available for every 100 renters with income below 30 percent of AMI, a shortage of 4.9 
million units. The number of units affordable to renters with incomes below 50 percent of 
AMI, however, fell by a statistically significant 4 percent between 1999 and 2001, thus 
slightly worsening shortages of units affordable in this income range.  Nationally there 
remained a surplus of units affordable and available to renters with incomes below 80 
percent of AMI, with 105 units per 100 renters. 

Housing Affordability Burdens  

In addition to this brief overview of 1999-2001 trends in the HUD report, more recent detailed 
data are available from the AHS and have been published by the Harvard Joint Center in their 
annual State of the Nation’s Housing (SNH) report.  

Distinct from WCHN, this covers both owners and renters and does not exclude those in receipt 
of assistance (i.e. reflects the broader critical housing need dataset).  This SNH report also 
provides data on the incidence of moderately burdened households (paying 30-50%) 

The SNH 2003 report identifies 
a continuing trend of increasing 
incidence of housing problems 
(1997-01), especially 
affordability.   

In 2001, one in three 
households (14.3 million) were 
identified with moderate (30-
50%) or severe (greater than 
50% spent on shelter) housing 
cost burdens.

The incidence of affordability is 
far higher among renters where 
41% are burdened (either 
moderately or severely) with 1 
in 5 with severe affordability 
problems. This compared to 
24% among owners (14% 
moderately burdened and 10% 
severely burdened). 

Incidence of Housing Affordability Problems  
1997-2001 
(Thousands of households) 

1997 2001 
All Households 99,487 100% 106,407 100% 
No burden 71,426 72% 74,818 70% 
Moderate burden 15,356 15% 17,260 16% 
Severe burden 12,742 13% 14,268 13% 

Renter Households 34,000 100% 34,042 100% 
No burden 20,168 59% 20,097 59% 
Moderate burden 6,889 20% 7,027 21% 
Severe burden 6,925 20% 6,918 20% 

Owner Households  65,487 100% 72,365 100% 
No burden 51,253 78% 54,769 76% 
Moderate burden 8,467 13% 10,253 14% 
Severe burden 5,795 9% 7,340 10% 

Notes: Severely cost-burdened households are those spending more than 50% of 
monthly income on housing. Moderately cost-burdened households are those 
spending between 30% and 50% of monthly income on housing. Severely and 
moderately inadequate housing units are defined by HUD.  

Source: JCHS tabulations of the 1997 and 2001 American Housing Surveys, using 
consistent 1983 metro boundaries. 
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Critical Housing Need  

Echoing the SNH report, the Center for Housing Policy (CHP) recently issued a report on critical 
housing need focusing on affordability problems among working poor households.  

The CHP identified a significant increase in the representation of low-moderate income working 
families among those with moderate to high shelter burdens.   

Specifically using a subset of the Critical Housing Need measure to assess households with 
incomes above the federal minimum wage but below 120% of the Area Median Income (AMI), 
the CHP found 4.8 million households to be in Critical Housing Need.  

As a proportion of all households with severe burdens, these low-moderate working households 
increased from 23% in 1997 to 33.5% in 2001. To a degree, this increase was influenced by the 
fact that the federal minimum wage did not rise with inflation between 1997 and 2001, so more 
people with severe problems fell below the $10,700 floor. 
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Minority Homeownership 

The other key indicator in the US, and an increasing focus of policy attention is the minority 
homeownership rate. Again, using data from the 2001 AHS, there is evidence that both the 
overall rate and the rate for visible minorities is improving – the later groups at a faster pace. 

Homeownership Rates by Age and Race/Ethnicity, 1996-2002 
 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 

Overall  65.4 65.7 66.3 66.8 67.4 67.8 67.9 
White 71.6 71.7 72.2 73 73.5 74.2 74.7 
Black 44.3 46.0 46.6 46.1 47.5 48.4 48.9 
Hispanic 41.2 43.1 44.8 45.1 45.5 46.4 47.4 
Asian/Other  50.3 52.7 53.5 53.4 53.9 53.9 53.9 
Source State of the Nations Housing /AHS 



44

5. Critical Review – Comparative Assessment of Strengths 
and Weaknesses  

The purpose of this section is to compare and critique the measures and methods used in each 
country, based on the opinions of a housing policy expert in each country, and to identify 
possible lessons for Canada.  

5.1. Commentary on Housing Needs Indicators in Canada30

Strengths  

Canada has a well established and broadly adopted measure in the core need housing model. 
Following its introduction in the mid-1980s, it has been adopted as a policy and planning tool by 
all provincial and territorial housing agencies across the country and is often used in municipal 
and community housing plans. 31

The core need measure is distinct across the compared countries in that it integrates three 
separate housing conditions – affordability, suitability (crowding) and adequacy (physical 
condition) in a composite indicator as well as reporting separately on the incidence of each of the 
three housing standards. 

The Core Need model employs a market specific income threshold to refine the need 
measurement. The core need approach derives an income based on local rents.  Under this 
approach, households of higher income in higher cost centers may still be captured (if they fall 
below one of the three standards). Similarly, in areas of lower housing cost, the rent derived 
income filter removes those deemed able to afford the median rent unit (for an appropriate 
household size), even if they do not meet one of the standards. 32

Weaknesses

The utility of the core need measure, is however, severely undermined by the lack of a data 
source for timely updating. The key critique of the measure is that it becomes grossly out of date 
– with 1996 census data still being used even in early 2004. While this is not a fault of the core 
need methodology, it is a critical issue.  In the short term, the release of new estimates based on 
2001 census (but 2000 incomes) will push off some of this urgency, but immediately upon 

30 Commentary by Steve Pomeroy 
31 However, such utilization is less frequent than in the past as the since 1996 the Core need estimates have not been 
updated with inter-censal data, and by the early 2000s the 1996 data has become increasingly out of date.   
32 This is similar, but subtly different from the US approach where a locally based income filter is also applied (in 
both WCHN and CHN). The US uses the Area Median Income rather than a theoretical rent based derived income 
threshold.  
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release the data are dated, reflecting the 2000/2001 situation, from which much has changed in 
the intervening 3 years.   

With the change in Statistics Canada’s Survey system to remove the former Household Income, 
Facilities and Equipment (HIFE) survey and replace this with the Survey of Household Spending 
(SHS), there is an improvement in the data content, but with the unfortunate loss of sample size. 
While prior to 1997 annual updates to core need estimates were possible, at least at provincial 
level and for larger Census Metropolitan Areas (CMA’s) from the annual HIFE file (but even 
here, sample size and scale of analysis was limited, compared to the census), this has not been 
possible with the smaller SHS.  Some estimates have been developed from SHS at a national and 
regional level, but CMHC has not sought to publish an annual update since 1996. The trends 
from 1997-2000 were briefly highlighted in a publication in 2003 (CMHC 2003).  

The use of two separate data sources (census versus annual household survey – HIFE or SHS) 
and separate methodologies for the calculation of “norm rents” – the basis for the calculation of 
the income thresholds has also been problematic and undermines capacity to track need over 
time.  CMHC has accordingly stressed the need for caution in undertaking trend comparisons 
over time – but inevitably, many analysts and advocacy organization do seek to use the measure 
on a comparative basis.  

Indeed, if this official measure is to provide a basis as an indicator to help assess progress in 
housing market outcomes as well as various government subsidy interventions it is highly 
desirable to have a system that measures need on a consistent and regular basis.  

Leaving aside the lack of timely data, some methodological concerns have been identified with 
the core need measure.  

Core need is based on gross income, which totals income from all sources, as declared in the 
Census (or other survey).  A significant number of households in core need have been found to 
depend, in part or in whole, on income assistance.  However the structure of the provincially 
based income assistance include two components for the purpose of calculating and paying the 
benefits: a basic allowance set by formula based on household composition and a shelter 
component which is paid based on actual rent up to a maximum rent.  In most cases, the shelter 
component comprises 45-55% of the total allowance.  So a household dependent on such 
assistance will, by definition, pay 30% or more of their total assistance income for rent and 
therefore be captured in core need.  

Thus the core need measure is very heavily influenced by income assistance caseloads – which 
grew dramatically between 1991-1996 and subsequently declined steadily in the later half of the 
nineties (trends that appear similar to the pattern of core need). Arguably this overstates core 
need by not correctly assessing the unique nature of income in such cases – a more accurate 
method would involve separating income assistance recipients (e.g. like the US WCHN, exclude 
assisted recipients) and only in cases where their actual rent exceeds the maximum shelter 
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component (i.e. they have exhausted their allowance and have to dip into the living allowance 
portion to cover the rent) would then be defined to be in core need. 33

Implementing such a refinement may, however, present a serious methodological challenge.  To 
the extent that shelter components have not been indexed and not adjusted for over a decade, the 
degree to which this causes an over estimate in core need may be quite limited and declining.  

Equally, the census income question explicitly excludes the child benefit tax credit as part of 
gross income – as discussed in relation to the earned income tax credit in the US, this has 
become an important part of the income for lower income families and will have an influence on 
shelter to income ratios. It may be appropriate to examine this impact in greater detail.  

Other critiques of the core need measure have focused on the imprecision of a flat affordability 
measure, rather than using a variable shelter-to-income ratio that reflects differing housing needs 
and costs among different household types and composition (e.g. single versus family with 
children, as well as differing non-shelter expenditure demands).    

As part of a national consultation on social housing in 1994/95, core need was criticized for not 
addressing other types of need (such as accessibility for persons with disabilities and safety in 
the case of victims of family violence), and because it does not address the unhoused/homeless  
(CMHC 1994). 

These various concerns are noted here, but should be put in context. They largely speak to the 
issue of precision (e.g. netting out households already receiving assistance or those on welfare 
with housing costs within the shelter maxima). There is a question as to whether an indicator can 
or should be designed to be precise, versus being designed (on a consistent and accurate basis) to 
provide a way to monitor trends over time.  Other forms of periodic detailed research may be 
better suited for precise analysis.   

Data limitations relating to a credible source of renter incomes at a CMA scale have similarly 
undermined the continuation of CMHC’s home ownership Affordability Indicator so that there is 
no official estimate of ownership accessibility.34  An independent measure is published by the 
Royal Bank (although this too has limited local market coverage and is only a broad national and 
provincial indicator, plus the 3 major CMA’s). 

33 For example if the maximum shelter component is $650 and the living allowance is $700, for a total benefit of 
$1,350, the shelter amount is 48% of the total. If the household is able to find accommodation and pays only $600 in 
rent and utilities, which is within the maximum allowance, they receive sufficient assistance to fully cover the 
shelter cost and therefore do not have a housing affordability problem, although the household would be captured in 
core need as paying greater than 30%. Conversely, if they pay more than the $650 maximum they must spend a 
portion of the allowance intended for non shelter costs to cover the shortfall and therefore do have a housing 
affordability problem.  Current surveys do not provide necessary information to refine core need to eliminate this 
issue, although they do allow estimates of the number of core need households dependent on government transfers 
for their income. The key point here is that welfare case loads are an important influence on core need estimates.  
34 Although titled an affordability indicator, this former CMHC measure actually measured capacity to buy, or 
accessibility, rather than affordability. Ownership affordability, is included in the core housing need measurement, 
but as already noted there has been no annual updating since 1996, so it does not provide a basis to track access to 
homeownership.  
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Potential Refinements  

The core need measure was conceived as a budgetary allocation tool and a trend indicator, 
measuring relative need across jurisdictions at certain points in time. But while its budgetary role 
has diminished, core housing need has increasingly been used by advocates as an indicator of 
need, and any refinements should ensure that it’s utility as a trend indicator be paramount.   

It would be desirable to support the estimates of core need on an annual (or at least biennial) 
basis and to release these as a consistent and comparable time series so policy makers, analysts 
and advocates can better assess progress (or decline). To do so requires a sample survey with 
sufficient sample size to generate estimates at least to a provincial level, but ideally down to a 
CMA or census agglomeration (CA) level.  

Similarly for ownership affordability, a previous report prepared for CMHC (Pomeroy and 
Lampert, 2000) has identified a possible methodology to refine and recommence the publication 
of a homeownership accessibility indicator.  In brief, this requires a credible basis to update the 
CMA specific income estimates of potential first time buyers (renters aged 20-44).  It was 
recommended that CMHC adopt an index of year-to-year income change for a subset of renter 
households at a provincial and where possible, CMA level, and apply this to the census income 
base (for potential first time buyers – renters aged 20-44). 35

5.2. Commentary on Housing Needs Indicators in Australia36

Strengths  

The strength of the Australian housing stress measure is the relative simplicity of this indicator, 
and thus ability to derive estimates from various ongoing survey instruments, on a reasonably 
timely basis.  

Weaknesses

There are a number of concerns with the structure and precision of the Australian system of 
indicators. Much like the case in Canada, it is important to distinguish detailed issues in 
assessing need from the parameters of a timely and useful indicator. The following issues relate 
more to issues of detail.   

The focus of Australian indicators is on affordability.  This is too narrow because questions 
of both appropriateness and accessibility are not considered.  Appropriateness directs 
attention to the location of dwellings in relation to employment and urban services in cities and 
in the broader settlement pattern.  In other words, it is possible for a dwelling to be affordable but 
be inappropriate because of its location.   

35 In particular the Survey of Labour Income Dynamics (SLID) provide a potential basis for indexing incomes. 
36 Commentary by Tony Dalton, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, Australia 
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Accessibility is distinct from affordability because it directs attention to the costs of obtaining 
housing in addition to on-going housing costs.  The distinction between affordability and 
accessibility was initially recognized by the National Housing Strategy (1991:ix).  The report 
stated:  

In looking at affordability issues, the paper distinguishes between accessibility,
i.e. the cost of becoming a home purchaser or entering a rental arrangement, 
and affordability, i.e. the ongoing cost of housing in relation to gross income 
(italics in the original). 

In other words, purchasers and tenants have to meet not just the on-going costs of a mortgage 
and rent but up-front access costs.   For purchasers these up-front costs will include down 
payment, stamp duty (title registration, which in Australia is quite a significant cost) and various 
set-up fees for the mortgage.  In the case of tenants this can include rent in advance and a bond 
(security deposit).  Both renters and purchasers will also have to pay security deposits to 
infrastructure utilities.  

Many tenants, especially low income tenants, also experience discrimination exercised by real 
estate agents and landlords that reduces their accessibility to housing.  The problem in the 
Australian context is that the National Housing Strategy suggestion that accessibility receive 
systematic consideration has not continued. There has been no systematic monitoring of 
accessibility following the work of the National Housing Strategy.   

The affordability measures themselves are too narrow in terms of their design and 
presentation of data.  Two problems can be identified.  First, affordability is measured by 
relating the broad income and housing cost averages.  This means that within the group who are 
judged to be paying too much for their housing and experiencing housing stress, there will be 
some households who are very stressed and those who are less stressed.  The averaging process 
tends to obscure the very desperate circumstances of some households.   

Second, affordability measures do not take sufficient account of location.  Because the cost of 
housing varies greatly, between cities and within cities, averages tend to obscure the affordability 
problems of very low income households who live in the most expensive cities and in the most 
expensive parts of cities.  In the Australian context, where the settlement pattern is characterized 
by a high rate of urbanisation, concentration of the population in a small number of cities and 
recent house price inflation with the absence of a spatial dimension obscures an important 
dimension of the affordability problem (Karmel 1998).   

Affordability measures do not take into account housing supply issues which results in 
insufficient attention being given to whether low income households can actually obtain 
housing at a rent they can afford.  Affordability measures provide no information about 
whether there is housing available at particular price levels.  It is a measure derived by relating 
income levels to the cost of housing of households who have purchased or are currently renting.  
It does not report the experience of households at various income levels currently seeking 
housing, particularly low income households seeking private rental housing (a similar 
observation could be made about the Canadian core need measure).   
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This is a problem in a context where the supply of private rental housing available for rent by 
low income households has contracted.  Recent research (Wulff, Yates and Burke, 2000; Yates 
and Wulff 2001; Yates 2002; Wood 2001) shows that although the private rental market grew 
faster than the number of households in the private rental market in the period 1986-1996 this 
expanded supply has not benefited all households in this market equally.  Two other changes 
were at work.  First, there has been a change in income distribution resulting in a growing 
number of very low income households.  Second, there has been an absolute loss in the number 
of low rent dwellings in Australian cities.  In other words, there is evidence that private rental 
housing, previously rented by very low income households, is becoming less available at the 
same time as demand for this housing is increasing.  Further, this development has occurred in 
the context of almost no growth in the number of low rent public housing dwellings.   

The debate over supply and the extent that low income households are challenged by declining 
options continues.  The latest contribution is by Burgess (2003), who from his position in the 
Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services, challenges the position put by 
Yates and Wulff (2000) that the shortage of supply of low-rent dwellings is a problem.  Burgess 
states (ibid:6) There is a myth that while the supply of private rental accommodation has 
increased in recent years there has been a contraction in the supply of affordable housing for 
low-income families.  This may have grown out of research based on Census data for the period 
1986 and 1996.  He then follows up with what he thinks is evidence that undermines the Yates 
and Wulff findings.  Burgess further states: 

Administrative data does not facilitate a direct examination of trends in dwelling level 
rents over that period but does enable an assessment of the extent to which income units 
on very low incomes have fared since 1997.  The reality is that real rents have fallen for 
many family types and the increases that have occurred were not especially concentrated 
at either end of the market. 

The problem with this approach is that it continues to use the rents paid by tenants, in this case 
small declines in real rent paid, as a proxy for the rental supply.  The simple point is that data on 
rents paid by tenants in rental housing is not an indicator of similarly priced housing being 
available for other prospective tenants at similar income levels.  The next contribution to this 
debate is being prepared by Yates for an AHURI Project [60190] Changes in the supply of and 
need for low rent dwellings in the private rental market (forthcoming).  It will update the 1986-
1996 data to 2001 using cross tabs from the 2001 Census.   

Potential Refinements 

There may be some merit is exploring the more comprehensive approach profiled in England as 
an option in Australia. This reflects a far more holistic and comprehensive way to measure 
housing and related non-shelter outcomes, which are nonetheless impacted by housing 
circumstances.  

In the current context of significant changes in income distribution and the operation of housing 
markets the broadening out of housing indicators along the lines used in England would assist in 
increasing our understanding of the significant changes underway in housing markets.   
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Opportunities for Canada 

Canadian and Australian housing context have many similarities – e.g. the constitutional 
framework, similar tenure mix, geographically dispersed metropolitan concentrations of 
population.

One specific similarity is a shortage in the supply of low rent housing.  This leads to a suggestion 
that effort be put into developing a housing supply indicator that extends demand side 
affordability measures such as Core Housing Need in the case of Canada and Housing Stress in 
the case of Australia.  This indicator, perhaps called the ‘low rent housing supply indicator’,
would provide a measure of the supply of affordable housing available at price points for 
households in the lower income quintiles (i.e. much like the US mismatch concept cited earlier – 
see HUD 2003).  This indicator would relate an assessment of supply to the number of low 
income households.  It would do this at a city level but ideally would provide an assessment at a 
sub-metropolitan level for the larger metropolitan cities.   

5.3. Commentary on Housing Needs Indicators in England37

Strengths  

The strongest established indicators in England relate to stock condition. The five yearly English 
House Condition Surveys (EHCS) have provided good national and regional data both to identify 
poor condition housing stock, and to target the allocation of resources to local authorities to 
tackle those issues. This is linked to clear government targets for dealing with all local authority 
housing that fails the ‘decent homes’ standard. 

The EHCS is now being switched to a rolling annual survey, and will consequently deliver far 
more timely information on stock condition issues. 

In the home owner sector, the Survey of Mortgage Lenders provides a long term robust data 
series on mortgage loan-to-income ratios. However, this does not provide a clear measure of the 
affordability of home ownership. This is partly because it only measures the incomes of those 
households that secure a mortgage, rather than those in the wider population.  

The wider issue of access to, and affordability of, home ownership for all working households 
has been tackled in a number of ad hoc studies, and the data sources and methodologies are now 
available which could be used to construct a robust affordability measure that could overcome 
the weaknesses of the SML measure. However this has not yet been constructed, although the 
issue is under consideration in the context of a review of the governments HNI & GNI indicators 
used to allocate housing investment funds to local authorities and housing associations. 

The most established housing needs measures are the administrative records kept by local 
authorities in respect of homeless households. However, while authorities are governed by a 

37 Commentary by Steve Wilcox, University of York, UK 
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common legal framework in terms of their obligations to provide assistance to homeless 
households, there are a number of areas where local authorities’ interpretation and discretion can 
impact on the decisions as to whether a household should be assisted under that legislation. 

Weaknesses

The weaknesses on the issues of stock condition are primarily weaknesses of policy and 
resources. The ‘decent homes’ standard is very basic, and does not reflect social changes and 
expectations (on matters such as kitchen facilities). The targets set for meeting the decent homes 
standard in the private sector are very weak, as are the policies and resources available to local 
authorities to meet those targets. While there are firm targets for meeting the decent homes 
standard for the council sector there are questions both about the availability of resources, and 
the willingness of local authorities to adopt the policies required in order to achieve those targets.   

On a related point there is also a growing consensus that the current statutory measure of 
‘overcrowding’ (which has not been changed for around half a century) is also becoming 
increasingly detached from social expectations, and this is now under review.  

There is no government set standard on affordability in either the rented or home owner sectors; 
nor is there any social or professional consensus about how affordability should be defined.  

In the rented sector, the issue of affordability is made more complex by the impact of the housing 
benefit scheme, which is often implicitly held to deal with the affordability issue, so that less 
weight is given to issue of rent levels themselves.  Rent reforms are now underway to introduce 
more ‘coherence’ into the structure of rents in the local authority and housing association sectors, 
ahead of proposals to reform the structure of the housing benefit scheme in some years time. 
Those reforms may lead to a renewed concern with the issue of rental affordability. 

In relation to the homeownership measure the key SML ratio does not reflect the substantial 
variations over the housing market cycle in the levels of deposits required towards first time 
purchases. There has also been a structural shift towards lower interest rates over the last decade, 
as a result of changes in UK and international government policies on economic management, 
which have significantly reduced the cost of repayments on mortgage advances. These are not 
reflected in the primary SML series (although a mortgage repayment to income measure does 
now appear in the UK Housing Review). 

While local authorities maintain waiting lists for other applicants for lettings of council (and 
often housing association lettings in their area), the terms under which they operate are so 
variable that they are not regarded as a useful indicator of local variations in levels of housing 
need.

Local housing needs studies are very widely commissioned by authorities, but not to a fixed 
template set down be central government. As they are undertaken by a variety of private 
consultancy firms, with different detailed methodologies, they do not provide a consistent 
measure of variations in needs between areas. A common weakness of these local housing needs 
studies is their use of self completion postal questionnaires that ask only for very limited 
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information about household incomes. There is nonetheless typically a high level of non-
response to the income questions, and thus concerns about the utility of the results of those 
studies.

There are, however, pressures to improve the quality of local housing needs studies, as they now 
play an important part in the local planning system, and in particular are used to justify 
requirements that developers must provide a given proportion of “affordable” housing alongside 
market housing as part of all new developments (other than very small developments).   

Refinements or new measures 

There are quite a few refinements and developments that could now usefully be made to the 
range of housing indicators used in England, but most of these follow from the logic of internal 
developments in policy and data availability. However, two ideas stand out from the various 
measures used in Australia, Canada and the USA, that might be adopted, or given more 
prominence, in England. 

The first would be to identify those households with very high housing cost-to-income ratios. To 
some extent this has been done in England, as reflected in the body of tables routinely produced 
on the basis of the annual Survey of English Housing. Those measures have not, however, been 
given any prominence, nor has there been any attempt to utilize them as a key measure in terms 
of constructing and targeting housing policy.  

The second idea that would resonate with contemporary debates in England is the concept of the 
‘Housing Wage’ as currently used in the USA, and implicit in the Canadian core need approach. 
This would fit well with current concerns about access to home ownership, especially for public 
sector workers in areas with high housing prices.   

Opportunities for Canada 

The current English practices have little to offer Canada in terms of established housing 
condition and needs indicators. The key strength in England is the wide availability of reliable 
government survey and administrative based data sources, that can be readily used to construct 
both national and regional measures.  

There are also a number of projects under way that are examining ways of making more effective 
use of those data sources, and that are also looking to develop local as well as national and 
regional indicators. There is a potential common ground in England and Canada for a more 
technical consideration of the definitional and methodological issues involved in the construction 
of robust indicators on home owner affordability and other issues. 
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5.4. Commentary on Housing Needs Indicators in United 
States 38

Strengths and Weaknesses  

Strengths: 

The data come from official US government sources, and are consistently reported on a regular 
basis.  The American Housing Survey is conducted every two years; and now, there is an annual 
“American Community Survey” conducted by the US Census Bureau that provide some useful 
housing data on an annual basis. 

In addition to the HUD published report on Worst Case Housing Need, additional unofficial 
measures have also been developed by non-governmental organizations or research 
organizations. The most prominent of these are the measure of Critical Housing Need (an 
expansion of WCHN, also drawing from the AHS; and the concept of the housing wage – a 
measure that assesses the income required to afford a Fair Market Rent (FMR) unit without 
exceeding 30% of Income.  

Over the past 5 biennial reports, HUD has also highlighted an affordable rental supply measure. 
This assesses the proportion of units per 100 renters that exist at rents below the FMR 
benchmark, with two assessments: i) affordable to very low income households, and ii) available 
to them – that is, not occupied by higher income households. 

Weaknesses:

WCHN only applies to very low income unassisted renters – so it is too narrow a measure of 
housing needs – the WCHN measure was originally designed to estimate eligibility for HUD 
public housing programs so it focused on income eligible households with high housing cost 
burdens and substandard occupancy, who were not living in public housing or receiving HUD 
rental assistance.  Today, lots of households living in assisted rental housing have high cost 
burdens and/or live in substandard housing, so WCHN, by ignoring these families, understates 
needs.

Also, today, millions of homeowners have WCHNs, but are not included in the official metric 
because as originally defined, it excluded all homeowners, no matter the severity of their 
problems.

To a degree these particular weakness are offset by the availability of the broader Critical 
Housing Need devised for the National Housing Conference—CHN refers to all households with 
severe cost burdens or substandard housing. 

38 Commentary by Michael Stegman, University of North Carolina, USA 
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In data on housing costs and incomes, the numerator and denominator of most housing measures, 
are self-reported, so it is not always known how accurate they are, or whether there are 
systematic biases in how particular income groups or other cohorts report these data.   

Also from a reporting standpoint, since housing needs data include household utility payments, 
which vary from month to month, it is believed that, historically, some variability in the accuracy 
of the reported total housing cost numbers is due to inaccuracy in household estimates of utility 
payments. This weakness has largely been addressed in revisions implemented in 1995.  Since 
then, total utility costs are estimated from information on utility receipts requested for 4 specific 
months during the year and adjusted to agree with totals from the Dept. of Energy’s Residential 
Energy Consumption Survey.   

Due to the limited sample size in the AHS, worst case needs data are not widely available at the 
local level.  At best, they are available for the nation, for census regions, and for the 47 metro 
areas in which the AHS is conducted.  There is not consistent and timely reporting on any of 
these housing measures at the local level, and housing markets are, by definition, local. 

There is little connection between the magnitude of most of our housing needs measures and the 
policy response.  Virtually all of the needs measures are in the millions, and the number of 
additional, incremental, additions to the assisted housing inventory or voucher rolls, is in the low 
thousands.

Potential Refinements 

Currently, housing affordability measures are based on gross income data, which overlooks 
important income generated through tax credits. The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which is 
a refundable tax credit received by the working poor in the US – some 20+ million working poor 
households receive the EITC at a cost to the federal government of more than $20 billion a year.   

This is not a housing subsidy, but a wage subsidy, but this refundable tax credit has the effect of 
reducing after-tax housing cost burdens.  Receipt of EITC benefits is not factored into housing 
needs measures because all of US housing needs measures are calculated using Gross household 
income before taxes.  Recent briefs have outlined how this important form of income support 
could be more explicitly recognized and particularly highlight its effect on reducing affordability 
problems 39

While data on crowding is collected by the Census and American Housing Survey, crowding has 
never become a component of official measures of US housing need.  In part, this seems to be 
due to the general proposition that crowding represents a misallocation of the housing stock, 
rather than a supply shortage.  Given serious crowding problems among immigrant communities 
in US, and their lack of negotiating power, particularly for those who have come to the US 
illegally, crowding is becoming a more serious problem in some local housing markets. A formal 
measure would be valuable in tracking this issue. 

39 Stegman, Michael, Walter Davis and Roberto Quercia.  Tax Policy as Housing Policy: The EITC’s Potential to 
Make Housing More Affordable to Working Families. Brookings Institution Oct 2003.  
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Opportunities for Canada 

The concept of a housing wage standard of need could have utility in Canada, and be developed 
at national, regional, and local levels, given available data.  The housing wage tells us what a 
household would have to earn in order to afford decent housing at an affordable share of income.  

In the US, the needs measure associated with the national housing wage is the percentage of 
households in a local market that cannot afford to pay HUD’s Fair Market Rent (for a one or 
two-bedroom apartment) at 30 percent of household income – FMR is based on the 40th

percentile of the rent distribution, and a similar statistic could be readily determined in Canada 
from the annual CMHC rent survey – and in fact is already generated and published in the form 
of the Housing Income Limits (HILs), based on norm rents and similar to Core Need Income 
Thresholds (CNITs). 

To implement this approach simply requires comparison against provincial and territorial 
minimum wage standards. Use of this indicator is a good way to expand the consideration of 
policy options and to consider those beyond housing supply and rental assistance – such as the 
potential impact of general income and earnings supplements and tax credits.  
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6. Summary and Potential Opportunities for Canada 

Conclusion on Comparative Assessment 

This assessment has found that official measures of housing need have been established and used 
in all four countries, with Australia, Canada and the US focused primarily on affordability.  

England does not have a similar singular focus but rather a variety of measures that broadly 
assess housing conditions – and physical condition remains an ongoing issue in the UK. Outside 
of England, while the other countries included housing condition questions on national surveys, 
this is not generally seen as a critical indicator – although Stegman has suggested that some 
attention should be given to more closely monitoring crowding indicators as the increasing 
incidence of immigrant households appears to be creating such conditions.  

While access to ownership is also high in political profile, especially outside of Canada, none of 
the countries has developed an official, government generated indicator – instead, all rely on 
industry based indicators – Canada’s official ownership affordability indicator was discontinued 
in 1998. 

England, stands out from the other three countries both in the absence of a single mainstream 
indicator of housing need, and for the much more comprehensive perspective that has resulted in 
a broad array of measures that appear to be fairly regularly updated.  As Dalton observes, from 
an outside view, in effect the English approach recognizes the complexity of the housing 
commodity and the indicators describe a wider range of housing outcomes.  The key strength in 
England is the regular updating and wide (published) availability of reliable government survey 
and administrative based data sources, that can be readily used to construct both national and 
regional measures.   

One of the common elements in the review for each of the countries is how little official 
measures of housing need are now used for actual resource allocation decisions (except in 
England) – this is more a function of limited appropriations and budget commitments for new 
supply than a function of the need indicators.  

There is a trend toward gradual erosion of indicator quality and publication.  In the US, there has 
been some uncertainty as to whether the official biennial report on Worst Case Housing Need 
would be continued.  Late in 2003 a new report was released, although this is framed as a review 
of trends 1979-1999 and includes only a brief overview of trends from the 1999-2001 AHS. This 
report does however extensively review methodological issues related to the measure (many of 
which were noted by Stegman in part 5 of this report), suggesting that some refinement to the 
measure and revised reporting may be under consideration.  

There is similar concern that the survey that underpins inter-censal provision of housing stress 
data, the Australian Housing Survey (AHS), last undertaken in 1999, will not be repeated, so 
currency of data in Australia will decline, as has been the case with core housing need in Canada, 
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where no inter-censal annual updates have been undertaken (except for a general overview in a 
single 2003 publication).  

The US is the only country in which non-government “unofficial” indicators have surfaced – 
Critical Housing Need and Housing Wage.  Both have been developed and promulgated by non-
governmental policy/advocacy organizations, seeking to refocus the policy debate on housing 
issues.  In particular, both seek to capture broader political appeal by focusing on the difficulties 
faced by working poor households, and implicitly the shelter cost–labour market nexus. 

In preparing the report, a leading researcher from each country were asked to provide 
commentaries on the strengths and weaknesses of the indicators in their own and other countries. 
In all cases, the list of weaknesses tends to be more extensive, at least in volume, than the 
strengths.  All highlighted a litany of technical flaws and degrees of imprecision in current 
indicators.  As discussed further below, this is not intended to imply that indicators have lost 
merit – all researchers agree that there is a critical need to maintain, and, where necessary, to 
improve indicators.

For example, the use of gross income as the denominator and gross rent as the numerator have 
both been found wanting.  The use of a standard norm, such as 30% applied across all 
households regardless of size or composition was also highlighted as a weak albeit simple 
measure.  Also commentators questioned how well various non housing benefits, especially tax 
credits get factored into the assessment of gross income and thus into measures of affordability.  

This is an inevitable consequence of putting such a task before experienced researchers, all of 
whom have an inherent bias toward improving level of detail and accuracy.   

Reflecting on this outcome highlights the importance of creating realistic expectations about 
indicators. Fundamentally, indicators are just that – they provide a gauge or warning light.  There 
is an evident tension between fully comprehensive and detailed measures and a more superficial 
assessment.

Realistically, an indicator should err toward the latter.  That is not to say it should not be well 
founded and based on good data.   However, in the trade off between detail and timeliness, the 
focus of indicators should be on a timely and regular release of information. This can then alert 
policy makers and analysts to certain trends and issues and stimulate the more detailed research 
necessary to fully understand the causes and potential remedies of the identified issue. 

Potential Opportunities for Canada  

The lack of updated core need estimates since 1996 is in part a consequence of survey revisions 
at Statistics Canada, particularly the transfer of housing data to a new survey with smaller sample 
size.  However, an independent assessment of SHS (Fuller, 2003) has concluded that at least for 
larger geographic areas, SHS could generate estimates of need.  Efforts to work with Statistics 
Canada to increase the sample size to this end should be pursued (as was previously achieved 
with the HIFE file, in collaboration with the provinces cost sharing the higher survey cost in 
1993). The related Survey of Labour Income Dynamics (SLID) which is a panel survey drawn 
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SHS respondents also provides a potential source.  Although larger than SHS at 30,000 
households, SLID is also limited to national provincial and largest CMAs.  Enhancement to 
larger sample sizes would also cross over into an improved capacity to re-institute 
homeownership affordability and financial accessibility indicators.  

In reviewing the assessment international commentators highlight three areas of potential 
indicator development for Canada: 

Given the widespread interest in ownership affordability as a feature of government 
policy, there may be merit in exploring the feasibility of developing such an indicator, 
taking into account the definitional and methodological issues involved in designing 
indicators on homeowner affordability and accessibility. 

Current indicators in Australia, Canada, and the US focus on the demand measure of 
affordability.  Research has suggested that the lack of, and more significant, ongoing 
erosion of the lower rent stock represents a housing concern.  Some form of supply 
indicator focusing particularly on availability of low rent stock would be useful to inform 
the policy process. 

The US concept of a minimum housing wage, which explicitly links housing issues to 
labour markets, is also a possible area of interest to examine further.  

If Canada wishes to effectively monitor housing need and conditions, some priority must be 
given to creating a regular (at least biennial) national survey (or enhancing existing surveys) 
specifically focused on collecting housing related appropriate data with appropriate sample size 
to be useful.
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Appendix A: Summary of Indicators 
Canada  
Indicator Purpose Where published How often updated Source of data 

Core Housing 
Need

Assess number and % hh in 
need; used in budget 
allocations and for policy 
planning determining  

Various CMHC Publications 5 years – based on census 
(annually prior to 1997 based 
on HIFE) 

National Census 

Ownership 
Affordability 
Indicator 

Assess homeownership 
accessibility  

CMHC semi- annual 
publication (CHM) 

Semi- annual 1990-1998 (now 
discontinued) 

CMHC insured loans (prices) 
and Statistics Canada wage 
and price index 

RBC
Homeownership 
Affordability 
Indicator 

Homeowner Affordability 
(broad national/provincial 
trends only) 

Royal Bank of Canada Quarterly RBC loan data for prices; 
Statistics Canada for wage 
index 

Australia 
Indicator Purpose Where published How often updated Source of data 

Affordability Index 
(Housing Stress) 

Broad measure of affordability 
need  

Australian Bureau of Statistics 
ABS) 

 5 years, from Housing 
Expenditure Survey 

Australian Housing Survey & 
Housing Expenditure Survey 
(most recent 1999) 

Ownership 
Affordability Index 

To asses accessibility of 
ownership  

ABS Social Trends  Annual  As above (most recent 1999) 

CBA/HIA 
Homeownership 
Affordability Index 

To asses accessibility of 
ownership 

Commonwealth Bank 
Australia/Housing Industry 
Association 

Quarterly Income data from National 
accounts; home prices from 
CBA loan data 
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England  
Indicator Purpose Where published How often updated Source of data 
Generalized 
Needs Index 
(GNI), and 
Housing Need 
Index (HNI), 

Composite indices used 
almost exclusively by 
government to allocate capital 
funding for both modernization 
and improvement of existing 
social housing and to fund new 
development. 

ODPM (Housing) Varies by element (annual to 
decennial) 

Wide variety of sources, 
including survey and 
administrative sources  

Social Exclusion 
Indicators  

Comprehensive set of 50 
indicators including 7 related 
to housing; used to assess 
social and economic 
disadvantage on a geographic 
basis. 

National gov’t – Social 
Exclusion Unit 

Annual  Wide variety of sources, 
including survey and 
administrative sources 

CML- Ownership 
Affordability  

To asses accessibility of 
ownership 

Council of Mortgage Lenders 
(CML) 

Quarterly Survey of Mortgage Lenders  

US
Indicator Purpose Where published How often updated Source of data 
Worst Case 
Housing Need  

Developed to measure the 
number and characteristics of 
households having priority for 
federal rental assistance 

HUD (official report to 
congress; also in State of 
Nations Housing (Harvard 
Joint Center) 

Biennial at national level; six yr 
cycle for metropolitan centres 

American Housing Survey 

Critical Housing 
Need

Broader measure than WCHN 
(includes owners) and 
incomes up to 120% AMI – 
used by advocates for promote 
funding need 

National Housing Conference Biennial American Housing Survey 

Housing wage Developed and used by 
advocates to promote funding 
need

Low Income Housing Coalition 
& Center for Housing Policy  

Annual  American Housing Survey 

Homeownership 
rate 

Measures overall ownership 
rate as well as minority rates 
against national goals 

HUD: State of Nations 
Housing (Harvard Joint 
Center) 

Biennial  American Housing Survey; 
and current Population survey 
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Appendix B:  Sources for Indicator Updates  

Most recent reports and statistics on the indicators discussed in this report can be found at these 
sites. In most cases, the link is directly to the specific indicator source. In a few cases, it is a 
general link to the organizations site, from which it is necessary to search for specific data (either 
by following hot links or using the search function).  

Canada

Core Housing Need http://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/publications/en/rh-pr/socio/socio055-1.pdf
(Specific research highlight on core need 1996 – Alternatively use “search” for Core need; New 
2001 Core Data should be available on the CMHC website in spring 2004 

Royal Bank Housing Affordability Index (homeownership)  
http://www.rbc.com/economics/market/hi_house.html

Statistics Canada Census Products 
http://www12.statcan.ca/english/census01/products/standard/themes/
(Topic-based Tabulations  Social and Economic Characteristics of Individuals, Families and 
Households  97F0021XCB01006) 

Australia

Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) Australian Housing 
Market : Statistical Update - June 2003 
http://www.facs.gov.au/internet/facsinternet.nsf/aboutfacs/programs/house-
austhousingmarket.htm#Purchase

Australian Bureau of Statistics Australian Social Trends 2003 Housing: National summary tables 
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs%40.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/e1926b2203f
73dfdca256d39001bc35e!OpenDocument

Australian Bureau of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey 
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs%40.nsf/0d21d0868273a2c3ca25697b00207e97/5f1422f1af4
72d80ca256bd00026aee6!OpenDocument

Australian Bureau of Statistics Australian Housing Survey  
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs%40.nsf/0d21d0868273a2c3ca25697b00207e97/949017caab
bd0b6eca256bd00027b1cb!OpenDocument

Commonwealth Bank CBA / HIA Housing Report - December Qtr 2003 (homeownership 
affordability) 
https://research.comsec.com.au/CommResearch_Documents.aspx?MenuId=8&CategoryId=7&T
ypeId=168
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England  

UK Housing View – detailed compendium of statistical tables on housing  
http://ukhousingreview.org.uk/

Office of the Deputy Prime Minister –Housing Statistics (re Social Exclusions Indicators and 
GNI HNI indices) http://www.odpm.gov.uk/  (click links for Housing/Housing Statistics) 

Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (re Social Exclusions Indicators) 
http://www.socialexclusionunit.gov.uk/

Council of Mortgage Lenders (Statistical tables of homeownership and affordability) 
http://www.cml.org.uk (click link for Statistics)  

Joseph Rowntree Foundation  (Social Exclusion Indicators – Monitoring Poverty and Social 
Exclusions 2003 Report) 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/bookshop/details.asp?pubID=574

US

NLIHC hsg wage annual publication (Out of Reach), most recent 2003
http://www.nlihc.org/oor2003/

Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies State of the Nations Housing Report (includes WCHN 
and CHN) most recent 2003 http://www.jchs.harvard.edu/publications/markets/son2003.pdf

HUD User website Worst Case Housing Need 2003 report 
http://www.huduser.org/publications/affhsg/worstcase03.html

US Bureau of Census, American Housing Survey  
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/ahs.html
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