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I remember as a 4 year old, I didn’t have a place I could call home. My mother did all 
she could to keep us in a safe and stable home, however with limited support we moved 
house 6 times in the space of 3 years. I remember we felt afraid, different and that we 
didn’t belong. 

Life changed when I turned 7. We were lucky enough to move into a community housing 
home where we could stay as long as we needed. Finally, we had a home and we felt like 
we belonged. My health and school life dramatically improved as a result. 

At Head Start Homes we believe that the home is much more than simply bricks and 
mortar. It is a foundation from which we build happy and fulfilled lives.

Sadly, right now more than 115,000 people living in Australia are homeless (up 14 per cent 
since census night in 2011) and close to 200,000 households are on housing waitlists, 
waiting for up to 10+ years to be allocated into a stable home.

The housing continuum is broken and the divide between rich and poor is growing with the 
top 1% of Australians owning more wealth than the bottom 70% combined. 

Head Start Homes provides a new and unique way to help solve our housing crisis by 
empowering people who live in social housing1 to achieve their home ownership dreams. 

We do this by acting as guarantor for our home starters. We act as the ‘bank of mum and 
dad’ for social housing customers who can’t rely on their parents for financial support. 

This unique solution helps two households at the same time because by empowering 
social housing tenants to fulfil their home ownership dreams we free up accommodation 
which can then be made available for individuals and families on waitlists who are likely to 
be homeless. 

Our vision is for a safe and stable home for every Australian with fair and practical 
pathways into home ownership. 

We’ve already partnered with some of Australia’s largest charities and businesses to turn 
our vision into a reality.

But, we need your help. Please join us in our mission and help open doors to better lives. 
Because at Head Start Homes - your home is where our heart is. 

Head Start Homes would like to thank PwC for their assistance with this report, in 
particular the hard work of Jeremy Thorpe, Alice Boyd and Kylie Stucken. 
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Stephen Woodlands 
Founder and Managing Director

Head Start Homes 
headstarthomes.org.au



Executive Summary 
Australia’s ageing social housing system is at crisis point and waiting lists 
around the country continue to grow – there are currently over 194,600 
households on social housing waiting lists nationally. Growing demand 
has lengthened social housing waiting lists up to 10 years in capital 
cities, while the rate of tenants exiting the system into private rentals or 
home ownership keeps declining in the face of soaring property prices 
and an unstable and expensive rental market. People living in social 
housing are staying in supported tenancies for longer, because there is 
nowhere affordable for them to transition to.

One of the key barriers preventing securely employed social housing 
tenants from entering the private property market is the challenge of 
saving for a deposit. As social housing tenants earnings increase, so do 
their rental costs, acting as a disincentive for them to earn more. 

Head Start Homes is an innovative social enterprise that assists eligible 
households currently living in community housing to transition into 
home ownership. Head Start Homes estimates that between 5 and 10 
per cent of community housing tenants are currently paying maximum 
rent, meaning that they could feasibly service a mortgage. By acting as a 
guarantor, Head Start Homes facilitates access to a home loan for these 
eligible tenants, creating a pathway out of social housing that hasn’t 
previously existed.

Head Start Homes has a dual benefit by supporting people who are 
seeking to move out of social housing to buy a home of their own, which 
frees up their social housing dwelling for someone else in need.

Head Start Homes recognises that a stable, safe and secure home pro-
vides the foundation for people to improve their wellbeing and enhance 
their educational and economic participation. Our model achieves a 
high social and economic return on investment, while helping to realise 
the dreams of many Australian families.
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A growing problem 
Across Australia on census night in 2016, over 116,000  
Australians were homeless. This means that one in 200  
Australians do not have a safe and secure place to call home.  
The number of homeless people in Australia has grown 
rapidly in recent years, up 14 per cent (14,000 people) since 
census night in 20112.  

1  

At the same time, house prices around the country have 
been increasing at unprecedented rates, with Australian 
cities consistently appearing in lists of the world’s most unaf-
fordable places to buy a home. Sydney was rated the world’s 
second most expensive city to buy a house for the second 
year in a row, with the average house costing 12.9 times the 
median household income1. Melbourne wasn’t far behind 
in fifth place, with an average house costing 9.5 times the 
median household income. Since 
1970, Australia’s median real house 
price has almost quadrupled, while 
real wages have only doubled3.

Low income earners are competing for rental properties  
against people in higher income brackets, who themselves  
have been pushed out of home ownership. This downward 
pressure on the entire housing system has the effect of 
pushing low income earners and vulnerable people into 
housing stress and even homelessness.  

High cost, high demand and a lack of appropriate supply at 
all levels of the housing continuum means that the demand 
for social housing has grown significantly in recent years. 
Australia still has one of the lowest percentages of available 
social housing stock in the developed world. Today, there are 
over 194,000 households nationwide on the social housing 
waitlist. In NSW alone, there are almost 60,000 people waiting 
for social housing. Waiting times in areas of high demand can 
be more than ten years. 

Further exacerbating the problem is the declining exit rate 
of tenants from social housing into either the private rental 
market or home ownership. The social housing system 
today is structured in a way that disincentives people from 
earning greater incomes, as a higher income leads to financial 
penalties in the form of higher rent. Head Start Homes 
provides a realistic and affordable pathway out of social 
housing, which can incentivise people to pursue their careers 
and improve their earning capacity. 

Freeing up social housing tenancies helps multiple families 
at once. By facilitating the transition out of social housing 
for a family or individual that is able to sustain a mortgage, 
Head Start Homes supports that family to make their home 
ownership dreams a reality, while also freeing up social 
housing places for new individuals or families who are 
experiencing or at high risk of experiencing homelessness. 

This rapid growth in house 
prices has put significant 
pressure on the entire housing 
continuum, as people rent for 
longer, or are pushed out of 
home ownership altogether. 
As more and more Australians 
begin to rent as a long term 
option, the demand for rental 
properties is far outstripping 
supply, particularly at the  
lower end of the market. 

Sydney’s house prices cost 

12 x the average income 

Australia still has one of 
the lowest percentages of 
available social housing 
stock in the developed world

1 in 200  
people homeless
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A stable and secure 
place to call home
Access to safe, secure and affordable housing provides 
significant benefits at the individual level, as well as at the 
community and state level. In particular, the effect of a safe 
and secure home on someone previously experiencing 
homelessness can have dramatic benefits to their health, well-
being, educational outcomes and financial position. Stable 
housing results in reduced stress and anxiety, an improved 
sense of belonging and community engagement, and the 
ability to progress other aspects of life. An individual who is 
constantly worried about whether they will have a roof over 
their head is unlikely to be able to continue their education or 
seek and find employment. 

According to a 2011 study of social housing tenants by the 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 55 per cent of almost 
10,000 tenants interviewed stated that living in social housing 
allowed them to commence or continue their education5. 
Existing literature suggests that not only does access to stable 
and affordable housing confer multiple benefits to individuals, 
but it also financially benefits the state. Initiatives to support 
at-risk or vulnerable people with a stable and secure home are 
consistently found to provide significant savings to government 
through reduced costs, such as:

•  Minimising expensive interactions with the public health
system due to complex and untreated medical needs.

•  Reducing the use of state justice services. 

•  Improved tax revenues due to greater economic participation 
once people gain the necessary stability to maintain 
employment.

Research by the University of Melbourne in 2017 estimates that 
the annual cost to the community of rough sleeping around 
Australia is $25,000 per person6 . The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) estimates that there were 8,200 people sleeping 
rough on the night of the last census7 , representative of a 
potential $2 billion impact on Australian governments. 

Australian cost benefit studies of affordable housing projects 
suggest that for every dollar invested in housing an at-risk 
individual, the state government receives between $1.37 
and $3.25 in benefits. Similar programs to Head Start Homes 
which support social housing tenants to transition to private 
ownership such as the Melbourne Apartment Project and the 
Wyatt Trust Housing Initiative have returned between $2.198

and $6 in benefits for every $1 of cost9.

The great Australian dream 
Home ownership has long been an integral part of the 
Australian dream – with generations of Australians aspiring to 
have a place to call their own. The white picket fence enclosing 
a stand-alone home and garden is an idyllic picture that has 
persisted for generations – and not just for the aesthetics. Our 
financial and tax systems ensure that home ownership affords 
lifelong financial benefits to those who achieve it.  

Recent research by Westpac found that six in ten Australians 
aspire to home ownership, citing greater control, security and 
pride in place as key reasons underpinning that aspiration10, 
while 86% believe that having your own home means a lot 
on an emotional level.  Research by the Australian Housing 
and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) also found high levels of 
support among social housing tenants to transition into home 
ownership. This position of stability grants a level of freedom 
and security that the private rental market or Government 
subsidised housing cannot.

The Australian taxation and superannuation systems are both 
heavily geared to favour property ownership, with home owners 
able to access benefits and breaks which add to their overall 
financial security. The significant financial benefits conferred via 
home ownership include:

•  Enforced savings via mortgage repayments that add to net 
worth as opposed to rental expenses. 

•  The growth in asset value of the home over time. 

•  Access to favourable tax mechanisms such as negative gearing, 
capital gains tax exemptions, stamp duty exemptions and the 
exclusion of the value of the home from the pension test. 

People who are renting or living in social housing are excluded 
from these benefits which lead to a significantly improved 
financial position over the course of a lifetime. 

The Grattan Institute has estimated that negative gearing and 
capital gains tax exemptions cost the Federal Budget $11.7 
billion a year11.  In comparison, the Federal Government spends 
$4.4 billion on Commonwealth Rent Assistance, which supports 
approximately 1.35 million lower income Australian households 
who would otherwise be unable to afford their rent12.
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This means that our system is spending significantly more 
money on supporting people who are already property owners 
to improve their financial position, than on helping low to 
moderate income earners to enter the market. 

Recognising that saving for a deposit is often the key barrier to 
enter the property market for low to moderate income earners, 
Head Start Homes acts to overcome this challenge and give a 
head start to eligible individuals and families. 
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Home ownership is moving 
further out of reach 
The majority of Australians aspire to own their own home, and 
yet this aspiration is increasingly out of reach for a growing 
proportion of the population. 

Home ownership rates in Australia are declining for all age 
groups under the age of 65. Young people today are much less 
likely to own a home than their parents were at their age13. 

Home ownership for people under the age of 35 fell from  
around 60 per cent in the 1980s to 45 per cent by 2016.  In the 
same period, home ownership for 35–44 year olds fell from 75 
per cent to 62 per cent. 

The ABS has consistently found a strong correlation between 
home ownership status and net worth; the poorest Australian’s 
are renters while the wealthiest are home owners14.  According 
to a 2011 study on wealth distribution by the ABS, 91 per cent 
of the lowest net worth households were renters while high 
net worth households have the highest incidence of home 
ownership without a mortgage (59 per cent). 

Australia’s booming housing prices are exacerbating 
inequality – both intergenerational and intra-generational. 
The ‘bank of mum and dad’ is deepening inequality within 
peer groups around Australia as oftentimes only those with 
access to parental funds are able to buy a property in the 
current housing market. This means that more and more 
Australians – even those who have completed tertiary studies 
and work full time - are being locked out of the significant 
wealth accumulation benefits of home ownership. 

Pathways out of social housing
Like other Australians, many tenants in social housing dream 
of owning their own home, setting down roots and providing 
security for their families. While the aspiration of home 
ownership is drifting further out of reach for the Australian 
community as a whole, the effect is even more dramatic for low 
to very low income earners. 

In this climate of ever increasing prices and demand, Australia’s 
most vulnerable are being left behind. The gap between social 
housing and the private rental market could more appropriately 
be described as an ‘abyss’ in recent years. Standing in the gap 
to some degree is government-subsidised ‘affordable housing’, 
but the number of houses available in this emerging market is 
nowhere near enough to address the need. 

With limited affordable housing and high market prices, 
pathways out of social housing are restricted. A recent report by 
AHURI found that the rate of people transitioning out of social 
housing and into the private market has fallen dramatically over 
the last decade15.  Voluntarily exiting social housing into the 
private market is no longer feasible for most tenants, even those 
with stable jobs and incomes. 

Community Housing Providers have consistently found that 
between 5 and 10 per cent of their tenants are employed and 
paying maximum rent16.  In many of these cases improved 
household income does not result in an overall improvement to 
the household’s financial position, as higher earnings result in an 
increase to rental costs. These tenants would be ideal candidates 
for private home ownership, yet saving for a deposit while 
paying high rent is prohibitively expensive in today’s market, 
and the private rental market offers less security and stability 
than remaining in community housing. 

Despite current barriers, successfully transitioning people 
out of community housing remains the most cost-effective 
and simple way to increase the supply of social housing to 
vulnerable families at risk of homelessness. Head Start Homes’ 
approach to providing transition pathways aligns with the 
NSW Government’s Future Direction for Social Housing in 
NSW, which aims to increase successful transitions out of 
social housing by providing tenants with more opportunities, 
support and incentives to leave social housing.  
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of community housing tenants are currently paying maximum rent 
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The solution
Head Start Homes acts as the guarantor of a property 
purchase by a social housing tenant, enabling members of the 
household to progress to home ownership without needing 
a deposit or lenders mortgage insurance in Australia’s inflated 
real estate market. Head Start Homes works together with 
Community Housing Providers and financial institutions 
to ensure comprehensive support is offered to tenants to 
securely progress to this milestone.  Without an affordable 
and accessible pathway like this, exiting social housing is near 
impossible.  

Home ownership provides a significant emotional benefit, 
through a sense of security and belonging, and the ability 
to set down roots and become part of a community. Head 
Start Homes recognises that Australia’s social housing system 
should provide support for those who need it most. Vulnerable 
households who are experiencing or at risk of experiencing 
homelessness should not have to endure years on social 
housing wait lists, worsening their potential for health, 
educational and financial progression. Those with a secure 
income and an aspiration for private home ownership should 
have equitable pathways to pursue even greater stability for 
their family. 

By addressing the needs of both these groups, Head Start  
Homes will achieve positive social, economic and emotional 

outcomes as households are supported to access more secure 
and stable housing. 

As a social enterprise, Head Start Homes operates with a 
financially sustainable model that has a multiplier effect on 
ending poverty by helping two households at once.

Creating effective transition pathways to home ownership 
will act to reduce unnecessarily lengthy tenancies in social 
housing. Freeing up limited housing stock in this way will 
support Australia’s most vulnerable households. At the time 
of allocation to social housing, the majority of households 
(60 per cent) report homelessness. Minimising the time that 
individuals – particularly children – experience homelessness 
has lifelong health and educational benefits and can support 
a generational improvement in educational and economic 
participation. 

With strong partnerships established with both private 
and community sector organisations, Head Start Homes is 
promoting a collaborative approach to address systemic 
problems that currently fail the needs of many vulnerable 
Australian families. We welcome your support in helping us 
achieve our vision of a safe and stable home for everyone with 
fair and practical pathways into home ownership. 

"Head Start Homesprovides a pathwayto home ownership for those families who wouldotherwise not be ableto access traditionalforms of finance."
John Nicolades, CEO,

Bridge Housing
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The Head Start Homes Guarantee

1.  Community Housing Providers refer community/affordable housing tenants 
who are deemed to be ready to start their home ownership journey to Head 
Start Homes. 

2.  Prospective participants apply for a Head Start Guarantee. Head Start Homes 
assesses applications based on suitability and need. 

3.  Head Start Homes refers potential participants to a Head Start Homes lender 
(e.g. bank and credit unions). The home loan lender goes through a standard 
assessment process to determine if a home loan is suitable for the applicant, 
and confirm the amount that can be borrowed.

4.  If the loan is approved by the lender then Head Start Homes will act as guar-
antor and will provide a contribution at the start of the loan directly to the 
lender as additional security for the loan. The Head Start Homes contribution 
may enable lenders to lend without a deposit or Lenders Mortgage Insurance. 
This contribution is released back to Head Start Homes over time as the new 
home owner pays down their home loan or if the value of the home increases.

Eligibility Criteria  

1.  Prospective participants must:
a. be living in a social or affordable housing dwelling, or be on a social 

housing waitlist; and 
b. hold a Health Care Card, Pension Concession Card, or receive Family Tax 

Benefit Part A.

2.  Prospective participants must be referred by their Community Housing 
Provider. Participants must end their housing lease and vacate their property 
at settlement, returning it to their Housing Provider. 

3.  Prospective participants must have 3-5% genuine savings to pay for legal fees 
and stamp duty if applicable. Prospective participants will need to provide  
part of the deposit if their home loan exceeds $550,000.   

4.  Prospective participants must be able to demonstrate consistent 
employment.

5.  Prospective participants must meet the lender’s application criteria for a 
home loan.

Want to know more?  
Explore partnership opportunities 

by visiting:
www.headstarthomes.org.au  

contact@headstarthomes.org.au 
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Glossary
The following definitions explain commonly used terms in 
this document. Some of these terms may be understood 
differently in various states of Australia. 

Social housing 

Social housing is secure, affordable housing for people on low 
to moderate incomes and/or special needs. Social housing 
includes:

•  Public housing which refers to rental housing owned 
and managed by state government departments and/or 
agencies.

• Community housing which refers to rental housing managed 
by non-government organisations including Aboriginal 
Community Housing Providers. Properties may be owned 
by state departments or agencies, community housing 
providers or the private sector. 

Affordable housing 

Affordable housing refers to housing that has been developed 
with some assistance from state and/or Commonwealth 
Governments, including through planning incentives. 

Affordable housing is housing that is appropriate for the 
needs of a range of very low to moderate income households 
and priced so that these households are also able to meet 
other basic living costs such as food, clothing, transport, 
medical care and education. As a rule of thumb, housing is 
usually considered affordable if it costs less than 30% of gross 
household income.

Affordable rental housing may be owned by private 
developers or investors, local governments, charitable 
organisations or community housing providers. It is usually 
managed by not for profit community housing providers, and 
sometimes by private organisations.

Maximum rent 

For social housing tenants maximum rent is market rent. 

For affordable housing tenants, maximum rent is usually 30%  
of a household’s income or up to 80% market rent.  
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"Head Start Homes' vision will 
facilitate social and economic benefits 
for social housing tenants by creating 

pathways and opportunities into 
home ownership that these tenants 
might never have dreamed possible. 

The beauty and synergy of the model 
is its role in ending homelessness by 

freeing up scarce social housing units, 
which means safe and secure homes for those in need."

Karen Walsh, CEO Shelter NSW
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