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This report presents 
the findings of the first 
comprehensive analysis of 
the input into, and benefits 
of, Australia’s affordable 
rental housing co-operatives 
(ARHCs). Nestled within 
the broader community 
housing sector, analysis of 
these housing co-operatives 
demonstrates that active 
tenant-member participation 
in stable and appropriate 
housing can generate a range 
of benefits above and beyond 
housing outcomes. 
The methodology and its findings provide a 
basis for the expansion of the co-operative 
sector and have lessons for community 
housing more broadly. This Executive Summary 
presents an overview of the research findings 
and the resulting practice framework, then 
provides key insights from each of the report’s 
13 substantive chapters.

FINDINGS AT A GLANCE
THE COST AND WORK  
OF CO-OPERATIVES
We found that the costs of the co-operative 
sector are generally on par with other forms 
of community housing. We also found that 
greater co-operative participation in tenancy 
and property activities lowers overall CHP 
costs.

Co-operatives deliver additional benefits to 
their tenant-members, such as satisfaction, 
skills development, employment, education, 
social capital, and health. These are connected 
to how much tenant-members participate in 
their co-operatives.

These findings justify policy support for a 
diverse housing co-operative sector, due to the 
benefits delivered on a comparable cost basis.

BENEFITS OF HOUSING  
CO-OPERATIVES
Across the four states in the project, we found 
that tenant-members gain benefits from 
living and participating in rental housing co-
operatives. These benefits include: 

 ≥ Skills development.

 ≥ Employment and educational outcomes, 
as a result of that skills development.

 ≥ Satisfaction with housing stability, quality, 
and security.

 ≥ Greater social capital.

 ≥ Sense of health and wellbeing, including 
that of children.

 ≥ Sense of agency, empowerment, and 
voice. 

DRIVERS OF BENEFICIAL OUTCOMES
Regardless of the location, spatial form, 
governance, or management type of the co-
operatives, we identified two main factors that 
drive those beneficial outcomes. 

1. PARTICIPATION
Co-operatives’ unique requirement for active 
tenant-member participation is a vital driver of 
beneficial outcomes. In this study, participation 
refers to contributing to any of the seven 
identified suites of co-operative activities 
shown in Figure 1.

The more that a tenant-member participates in 
the running of their own co-operative, the more 
benefits they were found to report. 

2. CO-OPERATIVISM
As member-based organisations, co-operatives 
are uniquely defined by their requirement for 
active participation amongst tenant-members. 
We refer to the activities and principles 
associated with being in a co-operative as “co-
operativism”. Co-operativism is characterised by: 

 ≥ A commitment to the seven co-operative 
principles.1

 ≥ The active desire to join and take part in a 
co-operative due to its co-operative values 
and principles (which may extend to co-
operatives with a stated additional purpose 
such as housing a particular sociocultural 
cohort) and taking part in training when 
joining the co-operative.

 ≥ Participation. 

We found that the higher the level of co-
operativism, the greater the benefits to tenant-
members. Tenant-members are also more likely 
to experience benefits if they are older or feel 
they are in good general or mental health. This 
has implications for broadening participation or 
other ways to enable outcomes for all tenant-
members.

An important finding is that the drivers and 
benefits of living in a housing co-operative 
reinforce one another. For example, a sense of 
agency, empowerment and voice was identified 
as an outcome of participating in a housing 
co-operative; in turn, tenant-members that 
experience a sense of agency, empowerment, 
and voice from participating in their housing 
co-operative are more likely to continue to 
participate in the future. 

EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY

THESE PEOPLE

PERFORM 
THESE 
ACTIVITIES

LEADING TO 
THESE OUTCOMES 
FOR THEMSELVES 
AND/OR OTHERS

• Paid CHP sta� or contractor
• Paid co-op sta� or contractor
• Unpaid co-op member (self)
• Unpaid co-op member (other)

• Tenancy related activities
• Property and grounds activities
• Membership related activities
• Governance activities
• Finance activities
• Individual tenant support
• Other community activities

• Housing stability, quality, cost
• Social capital
• Health and wellbeing
• Skills acquisition, employment, education
• Empowerment, agency, and voice
• Wider economic and social benefits
• Lower operating costs
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FIGURE 1. Co-operative cost-consequences framework

DIVERSITY IN THE SECTOR
Australia’s rental housing co-operatives are 
diverse in their governance, management, 
location, and built forms. The extent of benefits 
experienced by tenant-members was not 
associated with any particular governance or 
management form. Tenant-members who live 
in co-operatives that have responsibility for 
more management activities could experience 
as many benefits as those who reside in 
co-operatives with less responsibility for 
management activities. This demonstrates 
what we call the “value of diversity”, as there 
are many different types of governance and 
maintenance across co-operatives, with no 
single type affiliated with higher levels of 
benefits to tenant-members. 

We did find four of what we termed 
“augmenting factors” - these are aspects of 
co-operative location, design, or form that were 
correlated with a range of better outcomes on 
average, but that were not as significant drivers 
as participation and co-operativism. These 
augmenting factors were firstly, whether the 

co-operative’s housing was clustered rather 
than dispersed and secondly, whether the 
co-operative had any shared spaces or shared 
facilities, such as office space, workshops, 
laundries, etc. Third, was whether the co-
operative had an additional purpose such 
as catering to a particular demographic or 
household type, and fourth was whether the 
co-operative was in a metropolitan location. 

However, while these augmenting factors were 
associated with better outcomes on average, 
we also found very good outcomes in co-
operatives that did not have these augmenting 
factors. Hence, the key drivers are participation 
and co-operativism, and co-operatives thrive 
when these are present, regardless of the 
presence or absence of augmenting factors and 
regardless of their governance or management 
form.

We conclude that there is inherent value in a 
diverse sector and that co-operatives thrive 
when they are supported to be the best form 
of co-operative that they want to be.

AN EMERGING PRACTICE FRAMEWORK
The centrality of co-operativism in achieving 
and building on the benefits for tenant-
members is illustrated in the Practice 
Framework shown in Figure 2. Based on the 
research findings, the Framework: 

 ≥ Demonstrates, at a high level, what goes 
into the running of a co-operative (inputs 
and activities), as well as the resulting 
immediate and longer term, higher-level 
outcomes.

 ≥ Foregrounds the importance of equitable 
participation.

 ≥ Reflects an understanding that the sector 
thrives on a diversity of management and 
governance models, which is valued by 
tenant-members who have chosen to live 
in a specific co-operative. This diversity 
takes a central and core position in the 
Framework. 

In addition to simply taking part in diverse 
management and governance activities, the 
practices of equitable participation and co-
operativism shape the benefits and outcomes 
experienced by tenant-members. In short, it is 
how things are done, not just what is done, that 
matters. We discuss the details of equitable 
participation in the body of the report.

Overall, the implications of the research are 
that: 

 ≥ Co-operatives should be designed and 
supported to function well, regardless of 
their type.

 ≥ A range of types should be supported. 

When co-operatives are supported to 
function well, they generate extensive 
benefits above and beyond stable and 
affordable housing. Arguably, these benefits 
are not likely to be widely experienced 
in other forms of social housing, where 
participation and co-operativism are not 
necessarily core components. 

Co-operatives and their tenant-members 
thrive when they are supported to be the best 
co-operative they want to be. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ACTIVITIES
1. Tenancy-related activities

2. Property and grounds activities 3. Membership-related activities

4. Governance activities  5. Finance activities

6. Individual tenant-member support

7. Other community activities

IMMEDIATE OUTCOMES
• Housing satisfaction, 

stability, & a�ordability

• Sense of home

• Skills, employment, 
education

• Social capital – sense of
community & connection

• Health and 
wellbeing

• Broader social 
outcomes

HIGHER-LEVEL 
OUTCOMES

• Voice 

• Agency

• Empowerment

ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT 
• Government policies
• CHP culture
• CHP & contractor policies
• Co-op policies
• Appropriate housing stock
• Training and educational 
   support

POSSIBLE AUGMENTING 
FACTORS
• Co-located homes
• Shared facilities
• Additional purpose
• Metropolitan location

TANGIBLE 
CHP INPUTS
• CHP Salaries and Time
• CHP Financial Resources

TANGIBLE 
CO-OP INPUTS
• Co-op financial resources
• Co-op tenant-members’ 
   time (participation)

CO-OPERATIVISM
• Co-op tenant-members’ 
   time (participation)
• Commitment to the 
   co-op principles
• Preference to live in 
   a co-op

INPUTS

PA
RT

IC
IPATION         CO-OPERATIVISM

EMPOWERMENT

DIVERSITY 
OF PEOPLE 

AND CO-OPS

FIGURE 2. Co-operative practice framework
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2. See Crabtree et al (2019) for a review of international and national literature.

for people who want to contribute to their own 
housing and to their co-operative in the myriad 
ways that different co-operatives enable. 

To date, there has been no national coverage 
of the nature, scale, or benefits of the sector, 
or of the strategies that can help co-operatives 
to grow and thrive. This report begins to 
address this gap, presenting the findings 
from a nationally funded research project 
into the benefits of Australia’s rental housing 
co-operatives. It also presents an expanded 
methodology for framing and assessing 
housing outcomes, which we believe will be 
of relevance and interest to the housing co-
operative sector internationally, and community 
and social housing more broadly, as outcomes 
that extend beyond those satisfying immediate 
housing needs come to be better understood, 
prioritised, and valued.

2. THE CO-OPERATIVE 
SECTOR AND REPORT 
COVERAGE
This project was funded by the Australian 
Research Council and the research partners, 
which are Community Housing Providers 
(CHPs) that are members of the Australian 
Co-operative Housing Alliance (ACHA). Those 
partners are Common Equity Housing Ltd 
(Victoria), Common Equity Housing South 
Australia, Common Equity New South Wales, 
Co-operation Housing (Western Australia), and 
United Housing Co-operative Ltd (Victoria). 

rental housing in Australia, and one that, we 
believe, warrants greater attention and support.

This report documents the research process 
and outcomes of the first national study of the 
Australian rental housing co-operative (ARHC) 
sector. The ARHC sector is a small sector, 
relative to other forms of social housing, but 
it is long-lasting. This persistence signifies a 
need for investigation into the model’s appeal, 
operations, and benefits. As this report shows, 
the uniqueness of the housing co-operative 
form is highly valued by tenant-members who 
enjoy outcomes that, arguably, may not be 
as widely apparent in other forms of housing. 
It is an opportune time to consider the value 
of ARHCs for being part of a solution to 
Australia’s worsening housing problems. 

Australia’s rental housing co-operatives can 
provide housing stability, security, safety, and 
a sense of home and community to people 
on very low to moderate incomes. Alongside 
middle Australia, this can include people who 
are more vulnerable to homelessness such as 
older Australians, single parents and carers, 
people living with disability, people who 
identify as LGBTQIA+ or are members of queer 
communities, and CALD communities seeking 
support for and among their language and 
culture. The sector also includes Aboriginal 
housing co-operatives that enable high levels 
of cultural authority, control, and autonomy 
for community. Policy and decision makers will 
benefit from understanding what this sector 
offers, in terms of providing dignified housing 

1. BACKGROUND AND 
CONTEXT
Australia’s contemporary housing landscape is 
dominated by private home ownership, private 
rental, and social rental housing. However, 
another option exists alongside those forms 
and offers opportunities for residents to have a 
say over their housing without having to enter 
into potentially unworkable levels of debt. 
Alongside affordability, the option also offers 
long term stable, safe, secure, and dignified 
housing for a growing number of Australians. 

That option is the housing co-operative sector, 
which in some countries provides significant 
numbers of rented or owned, high quality, and 
well-maintained housing for large parts of the 
population. As member-based organisations, 
housing co-operatives have been associated 
with individual and broader benefits beyond 
satisfying housing needs, like having more 
and stronger social connections and a greater 
sense of neighbourhood, individual skills 
development, and educational or employment 
outcomes.2 

Co-operatives are uniquely defined by the 
active participation of their members through 
the ‘one member, one vote’ principle, which 
ensures all members can have a say in the 
governance and operations of their co-
operative. The central role of tenant-members 
in organisational matters makes living in a 
co-operative a fundamentally different rental 
experience to private, public, or community 
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3. Pawson et al (2015), Pawson et al (2014).

4. Index of Relative Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage

more robust evidence base on the outcomes 
arising through housing co-operative models 
in Australia and internationally. To ensure 
the robustness and appropriateness of the 
method, the project was guided by a Steering 
Committee comprising members from each 
of the partner CHPs and tenant-members 
from co-operatives across the four states 
and from within each housing co-operative 
type (see Typology of ARHC regulation 
and governance). The Steering Committee 
provided input into core elements of research 
design, including the type and content of the 
research tools. 

The broader membership of the housing 
co-operative sector also had opportunities 
to provide feedback on project aims and 
design. This occurred at regional meetings, the 
partners’ Annual General Meetings, and sector 
conferences, at all of which the team provided 
updates on the project. Steering committee 
and project staff also co-presented at state and 
national conferences.

The project also benefited from the insights 
from an International Advisory Group who 
provided input and feedback from the United 
Kingdom and Norway. 

4. LOCATIONS AND KEY 
STATISTICS OF SURVEY 
RESPONDENTS
The time use survey and member survey 
included co-operatives and tenant-members 
from all four study states (NSW, SA, Vic, 
and WA) and across low, medium, and high 
IRSAD4 locations in both metropolitan and 
regional areas. This reflects and captures the 
diversity of the sector, possibly with a slight 
over-representation of metropolitan co-
operatives. Tenant-members from metropolitan 
co-operatives comprised 67.6% of survey 
respondents but comprise a slightly lower 
63.1% of the entire sector included in the 
project scope.

the various activities associated with co-
operative management, alongside the seven 
suites of management activities that those 
individuals might perform and the possible 
resultant outcomes for themselves and 
others, regardless of who performed the 
activities. Unlike cost benefit analysis, a cost 
consequences framework does not directly 
tie each outcome to the cost of inputs. A cost 
consequences approach recognises that inputs 
and activities may, in reality, be connected 
to more than one outcome, so a specific cost 
cannot be accurately attributed to an individual 
outcome, although a total cost against all 
outcomes can be calculated.

To ensure a full capture of all activities 
and outcomes, seven research tools were 
developed in collaboration with the research 
partners: 

1. CHP or RHC (rental housing co-operative) 
salary expenditure worksheet.

2. Co-operatives’ statements of accounts/
audits.

3. A short co-operative survey.

4. Annual calendar of co-operative activities.

5. Co-operative time use survey.

6. Tenant-member survey.

7. In-depth tenant-member interview.

The full details of the tools and how they were 
developed and administered are provided 
in the accompanying Technical Report. 
These tools generated large quantitative and 
qualitative datasets. How this data was treated, 
including the statistical analyses applied, is also 
detailed in the Technical Report. One central 
purpose of the Technical Report is to enable 
our approach to be replicated in future studies 
and surveys of the sector, to begin to build a 

The project scope and report findings refer 
to the co-operatives that are affiliated with 
those partners, capturing 164 of Australia’s 
184 ARHCs. This equates to about 90% of the 
sector. See Sector coverage in this report for 
full details regarding the project scope.

3. METHOD, APPROACH, AND 
GOVERNANCE
This report documents research that is 
generating the first data on Australia’s 
affordable rental housing co-operatives, 
creating the first evidence base of their work 
and benefits. The research involves a new, 
comprehensive methodology designed to 
look at what goes into the running of a co-
operative (financial costs and tenant-member 
participation in the running of the co-operative) 
and what benefits these investments generate 
for tenant-members and the community.

The project builds on a previous cost-
consequences analysis developed for the 
community housing sector by AHURI-funded 
research by Pawson et al. (hereon, ‘the AHURI 
study’),3 extending that model to allow for the 
input of residents in driving housing outcomes 
as co-operative tenant-members. Additionally, 
the project extended the AHURI study’s 
method to include a broader suite of activities 
and a broader range of outcomes, both of 
which are driven by the member-based nature 
of co-operatives. The additional activities 
we included are finance, governance, and 
membership-related activities, while the 
additional benefits we identified were 
health and wellbeing; skills acquisition; 
empowerment, agency, and voice; and, wider 
economic and social benefits. 

This is set out in Figure 1, which shows 
the range of stakeholders who perform 
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6. THE IMPORTANCE OF CO-
OPERATIVISM 
Our research establishes that co-operativism 
is significantly correlated with a range of 
beneficial outcomes. We define co-operativism 
as consisting of: an active desire to join a 
co-operative and participation in training 
and on-boarding; commitment to the seven 
co-operative principles; and, participation. 
As participation was found to be such a 
substantial dimension of co-operativism, we 
discuss in the following section and its own 
chapter. 

Key findings:

 ≥ Importance of actively preferring to live 
in a co-operative – Tenant-members who 
wanted to join their particular co-operative 
or to join a co-operative more generally, 
showed higher levels of participation than 
respondents who did not have a preference 
for living in a co-operative (over other forms 
of community housing). This difference was 
statistically significant. Tenant-members 
who were then trained when joining their 
co-operative, also participated more. These 
findings are notable, because we found that 
participation is a fundamental driver of a 
range of beneficial outcomes for tenant-
members. 

 ≥ Importance of co-operative principles – 
Co-operative members who report strong 
commitment to the co-operative principles 
(as developed by the International Co-
operative Alliance), report higher health and 
wellbeing outcomes.

5. THE COST AND WORK OF 
CO-OPERATIVES
We assessed costs of running co-operatives 
in two ways: (1) in terms of CHP or Rental 
Housing Co-operative (RHC) costs alone; and 
(2) with tenant-member time and financial 
expenditure of the co-operatives themselves 
also factored in. 

Overall, we found that the direct costs of 
co-operative housing are comparable to other 
forms of community housing. When tenant-
members’ time is factored in, the inputs into 
housing co-operatives increase relative to 
other forms of community housing. However, 
the inputted time brings additional benefits 
to the sector. These additional benefits for 
tenant-members, generated through living and 
participating in their housing co-operatives, 
provide a strong effectiveness argument for 
supporting the sector.

We found that: 

 ≥ Statistically, co-operatives with high 
levels of tenant-member participation in 
management activities correlate with lower 
CHP expenditure.

 ≥ Compared to other forms of community 
housing, co-operatives deliver additional 
benefits to their tenant-members, such 
as satisfaction, skills development, 
employment, education, social capital, and 
health. These are connected with the time 
inputs of tenant-members. 

We argue that there is an inherent “value in 
diversity”; that is, tenant-members’ desire to 
live in a housing co-operative demonstrates 
there is an inherent value perceived in this 
form and in a variety of iterations of it. Due 
to the additional benefits that housing co-
operatives deliver to tenant-members and 
their communities, we claim that housing co-
operatives represent better value for money 
than other forms of community housing.

Respondents to the tenant-member survey 
tended to be older, female, in good general 
and mental health as self-reported, and in a 
formal role within their co-operative, such as 
chairperson, treasurer, etc. Current gaps in 
the sector’s demographic data mean we were 
unable to assess the representativeness of the 
respondents’ demographics, which flags an 
opportunity and need for future data gathering 
in the sector.

Roughly two-thirds of survey respondents were 
born in Australia, slightly lower than the 70.9% 
national figure. Outside of Australia, the most 
common places of birth amongst respondents 
were the UK or England, Philippines, or 
Aotearoa/New Zealand. The most common 
type of respondent household was a single 
household without children; typically, an older 
woman. Single adults with children were the 
second most common household.

The respondents reflect stable households, 
with roughly half saying they had been in 
their current co-operative home or the sector 
at large for 10 years or more (46% and 55%, 
respectively). Nearly half had previously lived 
mainly in private rental housing.

Lastly, the survey respondents displayed a 
high degree of what we term “co-operativism”, 
which we explain further below. This was 
seen in most respondents reporting that they 
actively sought to live in a co-operative and 
that their sense of the importance of the seven 
co-operative principles has increased since 
moving into their co-operative. These factors 
were found to be significantly correlated 
with a range of beneficial outcomes that we 
explain below in this Executive Summary and 
in Chapter 6. Empowerment and agency: The 
importance of co-operativism.
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co-operative functionality, such that tenant-
members who think their co-operative is 
performing well tend to have higher levels of 
social capital. 

Social capital is one of the core components 
of the ‘soft infrastructure’ of co-operatives 
that enhances both the positive functioning 
of co-operatives and a range of benefits for 
tenant-members. We found that social capital 
is significantly correlated with the other 
core components of the soft infrastructure 
that make co-operatives work well, namely 
co-operativism, including a desire to live in a 
co-operative, as well as participation in the 
running of the co-operative. 

9. THE VALUE OF DIVERSITY
Housing co-operatives vary in their level of 
management and governance responsibilities, 
tenant-member make-up, size, location, spatial 
form, and provision of shared spaces such as 
offices, laundries, and others. In addition to 
their unifying primary purpose of providing 
affordable homes to people on low to 
moderate incomes, some co-operatives have 
an additional component to that purpose. That 
could be to house people from a particular 
cultural background or household type, address 
environmental concerns, house artists, etc. as 
decided by the co-operative.

Value and beneficial outcomes were 
found across all the different types of co-
operatives. Generally, co-operatives that are 
co-located, that have shared facilities, that 
are in metropolitan locations, and have an 
additional purpose tended to report better 
outcomes. However, this pattern was not 
uniform. We also found beneficial outcomes in 
co-operatives that are not co-located, or not 
in metropolitan areas, or that do not have an 
additional purpose. All forms of co-operatives 
were found to have value – there is no single 
“right” way to be a co-operative. 

the sharing of workloads, spreading benefits to 
more members, bringing different individuals’ 
knowledge into play, and countering 
dominance by individual personalities or 
overwork of individual tenant-members. We 
found that:

 ≥ Tenant-members can perceive conflicts 
between the co-operatives’ requirement for 
participation and the unpaid and technically 
voluntary nature of that participation, which 
needs to happen alongside other life and/or 
work commitments. 

 ≥ Equitable participation matters, rather 
than equal participation. Focusing on 
equity means that participation needs 
to be flexible, reflecting the diversity of 
the co-operatives and their changes over 
time. 

Ultimately, alongside the numerous benefits 
to participation, we found there is an absolute 
need for participation to be doable, flexible, 
equitable, and context specific. It cannot be 
unilaterally enforced, uniform, or transactional.

8. CONNECTION: THE 
SIGNIFICANCE AND 
IMPLICATIONS OF SOCIAL 
CAPITAL
Social capital is produced through networks of 
reciprocity, mutuality, and trust. We found 
that social capital among tenant-members is 
supported by four key enabling factors, namely: 

 ≥ Living in co-located dwellings.

 ≥ Tenant-member health.

 ≥ Direct participation in co-operative 
activities. 

 ≥ A sense of autonomy and empowerment in 
the co-operative. 

Moreover, we found that the relationships 
between social capital, enabling factors, 
and benefits are not necessarily linear, but 
mutually reinforcing. There also appears to be 
a feedback loop between social capital and 

7. PARTICIPATION: CO-
OPERATIVISM IN PRACTICE
Housing co-operatives are uniquely defined 
by their requirement for active participation 
and this requirement is a core part of co-
operativism. We found that active participation 
in their co-operative is a key driver of beneficial 
outcomes for tenant-members. 

We found that equitable and effective 
participation is a vital driver of a suite of 
outcomes and benefits. We found that:

 ≥ Tenant-members who participate more are 
more satisfied with their co-operative.

 ≥ Tenant-members who participate more 
report greater skills development.

 ≥ The more hours that tenant-members 
contribute to their co-operative, the higher 
their social capital score.  

 ≥ There is a significant positive correlation 
between holding a specific role in a co-op 
and having an increased likelihood of higher 
levels of social capital. 

 ≥ Tenant-members who feel there is an 
equitable distribution of work in their co-op 
are more satisfied with their co-operative.

Further, we found that participation was driven 
by two core factors. Tenant-members were 
more likely to participate if:

 ≥ They wanted to join their specific co-op or 
a co-op generally, rather than not having 
a preference for living in a housing co-
operative.

 ≥ They were trained when they joined their 
co-operative, particularly if both their co-op 
and their CHP played a role in that training.

The requirement for participation is vital 
to co-operative functionality, but to bring 
individual benefits it must be structured 
equitably, such that tenant-members are 
not overburdened or subject to unrealistic 
or unworkable expectations. Several factors 
help to establish and maintain equitable 
participation, and these bring benefits through 
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Broader social, environmental, or political 
outcomes - Some co-operatives are heavily 
involved in their broader community, cultural 
group, or industry sector (e.g., artists, cultural 
groups). Many individuals flagged that they 
are actively involved in broader social or 
community efforts due to living in their co-
operative. Many co-operatives have adopted 
aspects of environmentally sensitive housing 
or would like to. Some co-operative tenant-
members see housing co-operatives as a basis 
for broader housing reform, foregrounding 
equitable housing as essential societal 
infrastructure. The socially and community-
oriented nature of co-operatives was also seen 
as a basis for broader social justice.

12. CHALLENGES
The research has identified a series of 
challenges in rental co-operative housing that 
can risk the positive benefits and outcomes 
that tenant-members experience in the sector. 
It has also identified pathways to managing or 
ameliorating these risks. The report focuses on 
five key risks: 

INEQUITABLE PARTICIPATION
The most widespread challenge reported by 
was inequity in participation. This was where 
tenant-members’ levels of participation and 
relative work contributions to the co-operative 
were felt to be unworkable or unjust. Given 
the significance of participation in driving the 
benefits documented, this is a primary issue to 
be addressed.

MAINTAINING HEALTHY 
RELATIONSHIPS
Co-operatives can be impacted by 
problematic or domineering personalities, 
or by unproductive interpersonal skills and 
dynamics. In some instances, this impacts 
tenant-members’ sense of stability, wellbeing, 
and/or safety. 

Tenant-members that report developing skills 
through participating in their co-operative 
also tend to report better employment 
outcomes and see the skills developed 
through participating in their co-operative as 
transferable to many workplaces. 

Educational outcomes – there are positive 
connections between tenant-members’ skills 
development and educational outcomes. 
Tenant-members that report developing skills 
through participating in their co-operative also 
tend to report better employment outcomes. 
Many respondents referred to their ability 
to undertake further education due to their 
housing stability in their co-operative. Often, 
education occurred alongside other obligations 
such as caring duties, and this balancing act 
was seen as possible only because of living in a 
co-operative.

Health and happiness outcomes – Statistically, 
there are correlations between self-reported 
health outcomes and respondents’ sense of the 
importance of the co-operative principles.

 ≥ Health, as a reported benefit of living in a 
co-operative, was found to be statistically 
driven by several aspects of social capital. 
Driving factors were whether tenant-
members felt that people in their co-op 
look out for each other, their sense of 
community, and their sense of their co-op 
as a good place to live.

 ≥ Happiness as a reported benefit of living 
in a co-operative was also found to be 
statistically driven by several aspects 
of social capital. As with health, these 
included whether tenant-members felt 
that people in their co-op look out for 
each other, their sense of community, and 
their sense of their co-operative as a good 
place to live. Additionally, happiness as a 
reported outcome was driven by whether 
tenant-members felt that people in the 
co-operative can be trusted, and if their 
co-operative was a good place to retire or 
grow old.

10. HOUSING OUTCOMES: 
SENSE OF HOME, 
AFFORDABILITY, STABILITY, 
SAFETY, AND QUALITY
Sense of home – the majority (86%) of 
tenant-members surveyed feel very much 
or somewhat at home in their co-operative. 
Tenure security, being able to make changes 
to their dwelling, sense of community, sense 
of support, having a say, and being able to 
age in place, are all part of what makes a 
co-operative feel like home. Conflicts with 
other tenant-members, tension with their CHP, 
poor maintenance, and a lack of voice were 
mentioned when people said their co-op did 
not feel like home.

Affordability – 82% of tenant-members 
surveyed were satisfied with the affordability 
of their homes. Affordability was frequently 
mentioned by participants and was deeply 
connected to feelings of stability and security.

Housing satisfaction – is statistically driven 
by older age, better general health, and 
better mental health. Statistically, people who 
participate more, are more satisfied. 

Co-operativism matters – people who want to 
live in a co-operative, or their co-op specifically, 
are more satisfied with their housing than 
people who had no preference for a housing 
co-op over other forms of social housing. 

11. SKILLS, EMPLOYMENT, 
EDUCATION, HEALTH AND 
WELLBEING, AND BROADER 
SOCIAL OUTCOMES
Skill outcomes - Participating in their co-
operative correlates with tenant-members’ 
skills development. We found that skills 
development in turn correlates with better 
employment and education outcomes.

Employment outcomes – There are positive 
connections between tenant-members’ skills 
development and employment outcomes. 
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THE VALUE OF DIVERSITY AMONGST 
HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE MODELS
There is no single “right” way to be a housing 
co-operative. Our research shows that the 
benefits accrued to tenant-members are 
achieved through all housing co-operative 
types. Governance and management models 
vary, and these are negotiated formally and 
democratically by members, often overseen by 
a CHP. We recommend that:

 ≥ The sector continues to collaborate to build 
a strong evidence base about the value of 
housing co-operatives, and the diversity of 
types. 

One invaluable source of knowledge, as experts 
in their own housing, are tenant-members. 
With this understanding, we suggest that:

 ≥ CHPs collaboratively and systematically 
draw on the knowledge and expertise of 
tenant-members in running thriving co-
operatives, to continue to build institutional 
knowledge and the evidence base referred 
to above.

 ≥ The sector works to continually include 
the lived experience of tenant-members in 
policy discussion forums and roundtables. 

To enable diversity, we also recommend that:

 ≥ CHPs develop clear and explicit 
mechanisms so that co-operatives can 
change their level of responsibility for the 
range of management activities required to 
run a co-operative, enabling co-operatives 
to delegate responsibility for some tasks 
to a supportive CHP; such changes may be 
desired as the needs of tenant-members in 
that co-operative change over time. 

13. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
THRIVING CO-OPERATIVES 
Based on our research, we recommend that 
appropriately supported co-operatives have a 
part to play in a diversified housing landscape, 
as their focus on member participation 
engenders a sense of agency, voice, and 
community and skills development that 
translate into significant benefits. A housing 
co-operative may not be for everyone, but it 
can be a transformational and life-changing 
option for those people it suits. One important 
conclusion of this project is that housing 
co-operatives present a viable option within a 
more diversified housing landscape.

Further, while our research has focused on 
housing co-operatives, the lessons regarding 
the impact of increased resident voice, agency 
and empowerment also have implications for 
community and social housing more broadly. 

Below we identify seven key themes for the 
sector and policy and decision makers more 
broadly to consider and that can support a 
stronger co-operative housing sector. Each of 
these themes encompasses a series of targeted 
recommendations that might be taken up to 
strengthen the sector. This list is not exhaustive 
but highlights what we consider to be the key 
issues emerging from the research.

AGEING IN CO-OPERATIVES 
Some participants identified the overall ageing 
of the housing co-operative demographic as 
a challenge for maintaining suitable dwellings 
into the future. Ageing was seen to bring mixed 
effects for participation: some felt older tenant-
members can contribute more due to lower 
employment requirements, while others saw 
the reduced participation of frail-aged tenant-
members as an emerging challenge.

CO-OPERATIVE-CHP RELATIONS 
Some participants in co-operatives that are 
in partnership with a CHP saw challenges in 
that relationship. These related primarily to 
communications, perceived power imbalances, 
delays or other issues with maintenance, and 
potentially incompatible member screening 
processes or tensions with centralised 
community housing waiting lists. 

CO-OPERATIVES IN THE POLICY 
LANDSCAPE 
Some tenant-members reported that co-
operatives are not well understood in the 
broader community housing landscape 
and that consequently, policy settings are 
not appropriate for co-operatives. Many 
respondents felt that the increasing housing 
affordability crisis and lengthy wait times 
for social housing, mean that people are 
applying to live in a housing co-op without 
understanding the model or being able to 
meet the requirement for participation. Given 
the centrality of effective and equitable 
participation in both co-operative functionality 
and in delivering benefits to tenant-members, 
this is a significant issue.
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ENHANCING ENVIRONMENTAL 
PERFORMANCE AND ACCESSIBILITY OF 
CURRENT HOUSING STOCK
Many co-operatives spoke of their desire to 
enact environmental concerns, especially with 
regards to adopting solar and increasing the 
thermal performance of homes. With this in 
mind, we recommend: 

 ≥ Establish a potential for leveraging 
collective purchasing power for energy 
efficient technologies (solar, insulation etc.) 
into the sector. 

 ≥ Identify appropriate finance or grants to 
support environmental strategies across 
the sector.

With an ageing population tenant-members 
also raised concerns about ageing in place and 
accessibility. With this in mind, we recommend 
to:

 ≥ Identify appropriate strategies to improve 
the accessibility of properties for people 
with diverse abilities and for tenant-
members to be able to age in place. 

EFFECTIVE MULTI-SCALAR 
GOVERNANCE 
The ARHC sector represents a unique and 
diverse organisational landscape comprising 
varying relationships between co-operatives, 
CHPs, and the State, including co-operatives 
that are themselves CHPs. This brings with it a 
unique set of challenges for coordination and 
communication. We recommend:

 ≥ (Re)establishment of clear and accessible 
communication between co-operatives 
and CHPs, including more opportunities for 
face-to-face and regional meetings.

 ≥ Co-ordination and resource sharing at 
regional level should be explored and 
supported.

 ≥ Co-operatives should continually address 
internal communication processes to 
ensure smooth functioning – e.g. clear, 
professional, and equitable communication 
channels must exist between members; 
an appropriate balance between pre- and 
in-meeting discussion, which will vary 
between co-operatives; a balance between 
face to face and online formats that is 
appropriate to their tenant-members; and 
conflict resolution processes and training.

CHP, STATE, AND INDUSTRY SUPPORT 
FOR A DIVERSE SECTOR
Housing co-operatives play a substantial role 
in many other countries; however, Australia’s 
rental housing co-operatives are not currently 
as visible in national and state housing policy 
frameworks. The lack of understanding on 
the part of policy and decision-makers about 
what housing co-operatives offer compared to 
other forms of social housing, is a challenge for 
building the sector. 

We recommend:

 ≥ The development of a policy framework 
that is cognisant of the dual role of 
housing co-operatives as member-based 
organisations and affordable housing 
vehicles, in order to more efficiently support 
the sector and maximise benefits not only 
for tenant-members but also the broader 
community.

 ≥ Understanding of co-operatives, tenant-
members’ dual roles, and the benefits 
of co-operatives be built amongst 
policymakers, and allied sectors such as 
insurance, planning, development, finance, 
and residential tenancy regulation and 
mediation.
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ONGOING DOCUMENTATION OF THE 
BENEFITS OF HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVES 
This research measures the effectiveness of 
housing co-operatives by building on earlier 
work by AHURI that focused on the broader 
community housing sector. We have identified 
a range of beneficial outcomes for tenant-
members with some directly linked to tenant-
members own participation. To continue to 
build this evidence base, we recommend that 
the sector: 

 ≥ Continues to monitor the overall 
effectiveness of the sector through a 
similar framework. We have endeavoured 
to make our data collection and analysis as 
robust and replicable as possible so that a 
longitudinal evidence base can be prepared. 

 ≥ Advocates for affordable rental housing co-
operatives data that is routinely collected as 
part of the National Social Housing Survey, 
to be made available to the co-operative 
sector. This would involve identification 
of rental co-operatives at the time of data 
collection and collation, and communication 
of results separately from the rest of the 
community housing sector. This would 
enable comparative analysis to the rest of 
the community housing sector.

We also suggest that: 

 ≥ Our framework may have relevance for the 
social housing sector more broadly in that 
it centres tenant-members contributions 
to their housing, and identifies resulting 
outcomes that have the power to re-frame 
tenant relationships with their social 
landlords.

BUILDING EQUITABLE PARTICIPATION 
AND EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE
As seen throughout the report, equitable and 
effective participation is a vital driver of a suite 
of outcomes and benefits. Several factors help 
to establish and maintain effective governance 
and equitable participation. One central 
factor has been discussed in the section on 
‘tenant selection’ above. Tenant-members also 
identified that the following practices work in 
supporting equitable participation:

 ≥ Rotation of roles – formal roles and 
positions should have clearly stipulated and 
enforced periods of occupancy and rotation 
between tenant-members. 

 ≥ Leave provisions – these should be clearly 
defined in co-operative policies and upheld 
as part of formal roles such that tenant-
members. 

 ≥ Addressing reasons for non-participation: 
people can feel unsure or overwhelmed, so 
training as discussed above helps, as does 
supporting tenant-members as they enter 
new roles. 

 ≥ Social events and activities should be 
supported as these can relieve the sense of 
‘work’ and build community.

 ≥ Streamlining meetings and making them 
enjoyable: when tenant-members enjoy 
taking part in co-operative activities they 
are more likely to participate. Co-operatives 
can learn from each other about how to 
make meetings functional and enjoyable. 
In our interviews, we found co-operatives 
often use food and shared meals as a key 
way to make meetings more enjoyable 
events that mix work and socialisation.

SELECTION, TRAINING, AND 
ONBOARDING OF TENANT-MEMBERS 
Tenant selection - Our research shows that 
co-operatives need to be able to identify 
and select prospective tenant-members 
who are willing and able to participate. We 
recommend that:

 ≥ Mechanisms be explored for filtering 
centralised waiting lists, to build applicants’ 
awareness of the nature and requirements 
of co-operatives and enable de-selection of 
this option if appropriate. 

Training - Our research shows that quality 
training for tenant-members is important for 
a well-functioning co-operative and tenant-
members reported the particular benefits 
of face to face training. Based on this, we 
recommend: 

 ≥ Training should be conducted face to face, 
with co-operatives playing a role in this. 

 ≥ Training be used as part of the tenant-
member selection process, as co-operatives 
need to have the ability to filter and select 
tenant-members through training.

Onboarding - Following appropriate training 
and selection, our research identified a number 
of ways that new tenant-members can be 
supported to participate in their co-operatives 
and for co-operatives to be able to retain their 
functionality and integrity through this. We 
recommend:

 ≥ In addition to training in basic co-
operative responsibilities, training in 
conflict resolution, dealing with difficult 
personalities, maintaining professionalism, 
and codes of conduct are required. This 
is also suggested for established tenant-
members. 

 ≥ A probationary period on new tenancies or 
staged membership to provide mechanisms 
for terminating memberships and tenancies 
if needed.

Where possible, opportunities for co-operatives 
to train and learn from each other should be 
supported. 
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5. Crabtree et al (2019).

6. Crabtree-Hayes et al (2024).

With shifting housing policy landscapes 
and changes, Australia’s affordable rental 
housing co-operatives sector now falls under 
the regulatory jurisdictional umbrella(s) 
of community housing. The community 
housing sector is made up of not-for-profit 
organisations established to provide affordable 
housing to people on low to moderate incomes, 
with rents usually set as a percentage of that 
income. As part of that sector, CHPs are eligible 
for a range of state and federal government 
funding and grant programs. 

This report presents the findings of the 
research project, which was active over 2021-
2023. It is a partner document to the project’s 
technical report that details the project’s 
methodology.6 The methodology was designed 
in collaboration with housing co-operatives, 
their peak bodies or community housing 
providers (CHPs), and co-operative tenant-
members. The co-design process aimed to 
ensure that the research tools responded to 
and captured the sector’s unique involvement 
of tenant-members in governance and 
management.

As discussed, the research was closely guided 
by a Steering Committee of co-operatives 
and community housing providers, as well 
as an International Advisory Group to ensure 
the project’s design and methodology were 
internationally applicable. It is intended that 
the project’s method be appropriate, replicable, 
and useable in future work, to help build and 
refine the evidence base for housing co-
operatives and other housing models that 
include resident input into governance and 
management, in Australia and international 
jurisdictions.

existing international research, namely: social 
capital; housing quality and stability; health 
and wellbeing; skills acquisition; reduced 
cost of provision; and, broader economic or 
development outcomes. It also identified two 
broad categories of challenges: insularity or 
exclusivity, whether real or perceived; and, 
member burnout. 

However, most of the literature reviewed in 
our earlier report rested on limited or flawed 
research methods leaving these reported 
outcomes to be best understood as ‘claims’ to 
be verified. In much research it was hard to tell 
whether reported outcomes were due to the 
housing being provided via a co-operative, or 
due to housing factors like design, location, or 
layout, or member demographic factors like 
gender or income. 

To address that methodological gap and 
establish an evidence base of the outcomes 
of Australia’s affordable rental housing 
co-operatives (ARHCs), the research team 
worked with the Australian Co-operative 
Housing Alliance (ACHA) to secure funds 
from the Australian Research Council via 
Linkage Grant 190100262. The Australian 
Co-operative Housing Alliance (ACHA) is the 
peak industry and advocacy body comprising 
CHPs that serve the housing co-operative 
sector, and some of those CHPs are themselves 
co-operatives. ACHA comprises of Common 
Equity Housing Ltd (Victoria), Common Equity 
Housing South Australia, Common Equity New 
South Wales, Co-operation Housing (WA), and 
United Housing Co-operative Ltd (Victoria).

Housing instability and 
a lack of affordability are 
persisting and intensifying 
across Australia. Interest is 
therefore growing in diverse 
and appropriate housing 
options, such as co-operatives 
in which tenant-members 
have responsibility for a 
range of governance and 
management activities. 
Internationally, housing 
co-operatives can comprise 
significant sectors and provide 
affordable rental through 
to market-rate ownership 
models. Australia has a small 
but well-established rental 
housing co-operative sector, 
yet relatively little is known 
about its characteristics, 
strengths, benefits, challenges, 
and aspirations.
This project builds our earlier review 
(published in 2019) of the evidence base for 
the benefits of housing co-operatives across 
Australia, Northern America, Scandinavia, 
and western Europe.5 That report identified 
six broad clusters of benefits ascribed 
to living in a housing co-operative in the 

CHAPTER 1.  
BACKGROUND  
AND CONTEXT
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Source: Co-operation Housing,  
Western Australia, used with permission
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TABLE 1. Australia’s affordable rental housing co-operative (ARHC) sector and project capture. 
Figures in bold red are covered by this project. Sources: Linda Seaborn at BCCM; ACHA

Location
Total Housing 

Stock 

Social 
Housing 

Stock

Community 
Housing 

Stock ARHCs ARHC Stock

ARHC stock 
as % of Total 

Housing

ARHC stock 
as % of Social 

Housing

ARHC stock 
as % of 

Community 
Housing

ACT 186,960 11,829 970 2 39 0.02% 0.33% 4.02%

NSW 3,357,793 159,527  53,233 36 (31) 873 (412) 0.03% 0.55% 1.64%

NT 95,778 12,591  478 0 0 0% 0% 0%

QLD 2,190,425 72,086  11,439 1 10 0% 0% 0%

SA 806,979 46,572  12,387 17 (11) 267 (162) 0.03% 0.57% 2.16%

TAS 258,612 14,361  7,019 6 70 0.03% 0.49% 1.00%

VIC 2,805,665 80,611  14,996 113 2,374 0.08% 2.95% 15.83%

WA 1,147,871 42,615  7,997 9 99 0.01% 0.23% 1.24%

Australia 10,852,204 440,192  108,519 184 3,732 0.03% 0.85% 3.43%

Project 164 3,047

This chapter presents an 
overview of the scale and 
geography of Australia’s 
affordable rental housing co-
operatives (ARHCs), within 
which sit the partners and co-
operatives that took part in this 
research project. We note that 
the project did not capture the 
entire sector, but the partners 
comprise 89% of the country’s 
ARHC organisations and 82% 
of the ARHC housing stock.

The chapter then presents the typology of 
housing co-operatives that was developed 
in the project, to ensure data was captured 
across the diversity of the sector. This 
includes diversity in location, governance and 
management, and layout. 

SECTOR COVERAGE 
IN THIS REPORT
The project focused on the ARHCs affiliated 
with ACHA across New South Wales, South 
Australia, Victoria, and Western Australia. 
While this did not capture the entirety of the 
affordable rental housing co-operative sector 
in Australia or housing co-operatives that do 

not fall under community housing regulation, it 
is the most comprehensive capture of housing 
co-operatives in Australia to date. The full 
count of housing co-operatives in Australia is 
ongoing and we hope that this work and report 
is taken as the starting point for ongoing, 
comprehensive sector coverage.

As shown in Table 1, Australia’s broader ARHC 
sector consists of 184 co-operatives across 
7 states and territories, with a total of over 
3,700 homes. The project covers 164 of those 
co-operatives across 4 states, with a total of 
3,047 homes. The project’s coverage therefore 
represents 89% of the country’s ARHC 
organisations and 82% of the country’s ARHC 
housing stock.

CHAPTER 2.  
OVERVIEW OF 
AUSTRALIA’S RENTAL 
HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES 
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co-operatives and that deliver housing. That 
housing could be either the co-operative’s 
sole service or be part of a broader, integrated 
program of service delivery including health, 
employment, cultural, and other programs as 
appropriate. 

On that basis, the current tally of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander housing co-operatives 
shown in Table 2 captures 25 co-operatives and 
at least 1,287 homes. However, as the figures 
only include legally registered co-operatives, 
they represent a significant undercount 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community-led or community-controlled 
housing organisations and properties. 
That undercount is due to the absence of 
Local Aboriginal Land Councils, Aboriginal 
Corporations, and other community-controlled 
or community-led organisations that provide 
housing. The figures also include co-operatives 
that deliver multi-faceted and integrated 
programs that provide housing alongside other 
services. 

ABORIGINAL AND TORRES 
STRAIT ISLANDER HOUSING 
CO-OPERATIVES
Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations carry a focus on community 
governance and empowerment regardless 
of their legal form, as a cornerstone of 
self-determination. This means that many 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations arguably act like co-operatives. 
The project scope did not capture any 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing 
co-operatives as they are not affiliated with 
ACHA, and they are currently not included in 
Table 1. 

For the purposes of defining a broader rental 
housing co-operative sector within which to 
frame the ARHCs captured in this project, the 
decision was taken to define Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander housing co-operatives 
as those Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations that are legally constituted as 

Beyond the ARHC sector, the numbers of 
Australian housing co-operatives are harder 
to trace. At the time of writing, the Business 
Councils of Co-operatives and Mutuals (BCCM) 
was collating numbers for ownership/equity 
co-operatives that tend to overlap with the 
intentional community sector (see Crabtree 
2018). This builds on longstanding work by Bill 
Metcalf to enumerate Australia’s intentional 
community sector and at the time of writing, 
the count was incomplete but tallied 1,023 
homes in 30 equity co-operatives. As noted 
earlier, our research focuses on rental co-
operatives affiliated with ACHA (ARHCs) and 
as such these ownership/equity co-operatives 
are not covered in this project. 

TABLE 2. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) housing co-operatives 
Source: ACNC, BCCM, ORIC.

Location
Total Housing 

Stock 

Social 
Housing 

Stock

Community 
Housing 

Stock
ATSI Housing  

Co-ops
ATSI  

Co-op Stock

ATSI Co-ops 
as % of Total 

Housing

ATSI Co-ops 
as % of Social 

Housing

ATSI Co-ops 
as % of 

Community 
Housing

ACT 186,960 11,829 970 0 0 0 0 0

NSW 3,357,793 159,527  53,233 3 852 0.03% 0.53% 1.60%

NT 95,778 12,591  478 0 0 0 0 0

QLD 2,190,425 72,086  11,439 15 327 0.01% 0.45% 2.86%

SA 806,979 46,572  12,387 0 0 0 0 0

TAS 258,612 14,361  7,019 0 0 0 0 0

VIC 2,805,665 80,611  14,996 7 108 0.00% 0.13% 0.72%

WA 1,147,871 42,615  7,997 0 0 0 0 0

Australia 10,852,204 440,192  108,519 25 1,287 0.01% 0.29% 1.19%
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7. See https://natsiha.org.au/

8. See the project’s technical report for more detail on the clustering process.

governance and management landscapes 
across and within jurisdictions nationally, 
could play an important role in shaping 
co-operative members’ housing and other 
outcomes. It was therefore necessary for the 
research to understand the differences in the 
co-operatives’ governance and management, 
to be able to test whether those differences 
do affect the activities and outcomes of co-
operatives. 

To identify key differences across the co-
operatives captured in the project then, a 
typology was created based on details of the 
governance, management, layout, and location 
of the co-operatives provided by project 
partners. The factors incorporated were: 

1. Repairs and maintenance responsibility.

2. Influence over CHP/peak body.

3. Tenant-member lease conditions.

4. Tenancy responsibility. 

5. Spatial configuration.

6. Presence or absence of an additional 
purpose (e.g., housing for a particular 
demographic). 

7. Presence or absence of shared facilities.

8. Location.

9. Tenant-members’ equity contribution.

To create the typology, statistical software 
(SPSS) was used to identify the key 
characteristics differentiating co-operatives 
based on the data provided by the project 
partners. It identified four of the above 
characteristics as significant. These are: 1) 
repairs and maintenance responsibility; 2) 
co-operatives’ agency via their influence 
over any relevant peak or CHP; 3) co-
operative members’ lease conditions; and 4), 
tenancy management responsibility.8 These 
characteristics were then used to group ARHCs, 
with SPSS analysis identifying four distinct 
categories within the sector. 

National Co-operatives Law, also as adopted 
through State-based Acts. Both legal 
frameworks carry service delivery and 
reporting obligations, and ARHCs also report 
to the Australian Charities and Not-for-Profits 
Commission. 

As part of the broader community housing 
sector governed by this regulatory framework, 
ARHCs are required to offer targeted affordable 
rental housing for households that meet 
the income eligibility criteria for community 
housing. Additionally, as co-operatives, ARHCs 
are member-based organisations operating 
according to the seven international principles 
of co-operation, which are:

1. Voluntary and open membership. 

2. Democratic member control. 

3. Member economic participation. 

4. Autonomy and independence. 

5. Education, training, and information. 

6. Cooperation among co-operatives. 

7. Concern for community. 

Due to the above history and regulatory 
landscape, the ARHC sector involves a diversity 
of arrangements across jurisdictions – between 
co-operatives, community housing providers 
(CHPs), and the relevant State government. 
Some co-operatives are themselves 
registered CHPs, but the majority of ARHCs 
are in partnership with a separate registered 
CHP that usually has a primary mission of 
providing affordable rental housing via a co-
operative form. 

Diverse organisational and sectoral histories 
mean that the relationships and responsibilities 
between the co-operatives and CHPs vary 
across and within states. The benefits of 
housing co-operatives have been claimed to 
stem from active participation and objectives 
such as autonomy, self-governance, and 
community. That means differences in 

The figures are therefore presented not as the 
entirety of the sector, but to prompt further 
interest in and support for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander community-controlled 
housing and its dual focus on community 
leadership and programmatic diversity, both 
of which are core strengths of thriving co-
operative sectors. Enumeration and description 
of the entire Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander community-controlled housing sector 
is a substantial and highly anticipated task, 
and the team acknowledges and celebrates 
the very recent establishment of the National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Housing 
Association as the peak body of the sector.7

TYPOLOGY OF ARHC 
REGULATION AND 
GOVERNANCE
Australia’s contemporary ARHCs date back 
to community sector and government 
efforts of the 1970s and 1980s. Housing 
co-operatives were particularly enabled 
by the 8th Commonwealth-State Housing 
Agreement (1984-1989), which included 
funding for co-operatives through the Local 
Government Community Housing Program. 
Once established, the ARHCs operated as 
autonomous member-based organisations 
within a diverse community housing landscape 
that has been increasingly standardised 
and regulated through the emergence of 
community housing regulation since the 2000s. 
Consequently, there are diverse organisational 
and sectoral landscapes across the four states 
in this report, which correspond to some 
differences in terms of how co-operatives are 
governed and managed. 

The enactment of community housing 
regulation since the 2000s means ARHCs 
are uniquely framed by both the Community 
Housing Providers National Law as adopted 
through State-based Acts, and the federal 
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TABLE 3. Key characteristics of the 4 clusters of ARHCs

Cluster  Description
Maintenance 
responsibility Tenancy responsibility Agency Member leases

1 (Type 1) All co-ops are in 
Victoria and are part 
of Common Equity 
Housing Ltd (CEHL) in 
the Common Equity 
Rental Housing Co-
operative (CERC) 
model. (88 co-ops) 

Co-ops are responsible 
for responsive/cyclical/
daily maintenance and 
repairs.

Co-ops have 
responsibility for all 
aspects of tenancy.

Opportunity for co-ops 
and/or co-op members 
to influence CEHL as 
a shareholder, board 
member & other.

Periodic leases.

2 (Type 2) All co-ops are in NSW 
& in partnership with 
Common Equity NSW 
(CENSW).  
(31 co-ops) 

Co-op is responsible 
for responsive/cyclical/
daily maintenance and 
repairs.

Co-op is responsible 
for all aspects of 
tenancy except non-
financial, ongoing 
tenancy management 
e.g., inspections, 
management of 
breaches, attendance at 
hearings etc.

Opportunity for co-ops 
and/or co-op members 
to influence CENSW as 
a board member & as a 
member.

Fixed term leases with 
non-income eligibility 
criteria after occupancy, 
followed by periodic 
leases.

3 (Type 3) All co-ops are in 
Victoria and are part of 
CEHL in the Community 
Managed Co-operative 
(CMC) model.  
(16 co-ops)

Co-ops are not 
responsible for any 
maintenance or repairs.

Co-ops have 
responsibility for 
tenancy selection and 
induction only.

Opportunity for co-ops 
&/or co-op members 
to influence CEHL as 
a shareholder, board 
member & other.

Periodic leases.

4 (Types 4, 
5, 6)

All co-ops in WA and 
SA, all independent 
Victorian co-ops (RHCs) 
and one Victorian CERC.  
(29 co-ops) 

Most co-ops are 
responsible for all 
maintenance and 
repairs except: 

 ≥ Co-op 9 (WA) 
responsible for 
neither. 

 ≥ Co-op 49 (SA) and 
co-operative 86 
(CERC) responsible 
for responsive/
cyclical/daily 
maintenance and 
repair. 

WA co-ops and RHCs 
have responsibility for 
all aspects of tenancy, 
except Co-op 9 in WA. 

SA co-ops and Co-op 9 
in WA are responsible 
for tenancy selection 
and induction only. 

SA and WA co-ops 
have variable ability to 
influence their CHP.

Victorian RHCs are 
CHPs.

Co-op 86 has 
opportunity for co-op 
and/or members to 
influence CEHL as a 
shareholder, board 
member & other

All co-ops offer periodic 
leases. 

WA and SA also offer 
fixed term leases with 
income and other 
eligibility criteria after 
occupancy.

The other five characteristics in the partner 
data that created the typology were not 
picked up by SPSS as significantly different 
between the clusters. These were: 5) spatial 
configuration – that is, whether the housing 
is clustered, dispersed, or a mix of clustered 
and dispersed; 6) whether the co-operative 

had a secondary purpose (e.g., housing for 
a specific cultural group); 7) the presence of 
shared facilities within the co-operative such 
as meeting rooms, laundries, gardens, etc.; 
8) location such as inner urban, suburban, 
regional, etc.; and, 9) the extent of equity 
invested by members (all are rental or zero-

equity so there is no diversity in this variable). 
Table 3 provides an overview of the 4 clusters 
according to the key differences between 
them regarding responsibility for repairs 
and maintenance, agency, members’ lease 
conditions, and responsibility for managing 
tenancies. 
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Lastly, and as the WA Type illustrates, the 
Types’ correspondence to state lines should 
not be read as implying that all of the ARHCs 
within a state or Type are similar in terms of 
their governance and management. Arguably, 
SPSS defined Cluster 4 by its diversity – 
separating it into Types to ensure state 
representation then created two relatively 
homogenous Types (4 – Common Equity 
Housing SA co-operatives and 6 – Victorian 
RHCs) and a Type still characterised by internal 
diversity (5 – WA).

First is a CERC that the team decided to 
move from Cluster 4 to Type 1 due to core 
management characteristics that were more 
in line with Cluster 1. Second is the diversity 
within the 9 co-operatives that comprise Type 
5 (WA), which at the time of writing was in 
a transitional process of the state peak body 
Co-operation Housing registering as a CHP and 
entering into varying relationships with 8 of 
those co-operatives. Of those 8 co-operatives, 
5 co-operatives are shareholders of Co-
operation Housing with members able to be 
Board members, 1 is an associate member, and 
2 are not members. The remaining co-operative 
is managed by another CHP in a situation that 
is analogous to the Victorian Community- 
Managed Co-operatives (CMCs), as the CHP 
has responsibility for all tasks except member 
selection and induction. 

The typology was used as a recruitment device 
within the research, to ensure recruitment 
across the main types of co-operatives in 
the sector. It was also important to ensure 
recruitment across all states, due to the 
different administrative and organisational 
practices operating in each. To effect this, 
the four clusters were broken down into 6 
types; see Table 4. In this, Cluster 4 became 
Type 4 (Common Equity Housing South 
Australia – CEHSA), Type 5 (Western Australia) 
and Type 6 (Victorian Rental Housing Co-
operatives or RHCs). Each Type comprises 
suites of organisational responsibilities and 
relationships as shown in Figures 1 to 6. 
Depending on the Type, these can involve 
varying relationships between an individual 
co-operative tenant-member, the housing 
co-operative, a community housing provider 
(CHP), and the state government. The Types 
are largely internally consistent, with a couple 
of noteworthy anomalies. 

TABLE 4. Clusters and Types of ARHCs

Cluster Sector/s Type Sector

1 Common Equity Rental Co-operatives (via Common 
Equity Housing Ltd, Vic.)

1 Common Equity Rental Co-operatives (via Common 
Equity Housing Ltd, Vic.)

2 Common Equity New South Wales co-operatives 2 Common Equity New South Wales co-operatives

3 Community Managed Co-operatives (via Common 
Equity Housing Ltd, Vic.)

3 Community Managed Co-operatives (via Common 
Equity Housing Ltd, Vic.)

4 Common Equity Housing South Australia co-operatives, 
Western Australian co-operatives, Rental Housing Co-
operatives (Vic.) and one CERC

4 Common Equity Housing South Australia co-operatives

5 Western Australian co-operatives

6 Rental Housing Co-operatives (Vic.)

Given that this project did not capture all of 
Australia’s ARHC sector as shown in Table 1, 
any future inclusion of the ARHCs not currently 
captured could shift the geography of the 
Types. Given that CHP regulation is federally 
uniform and being adopted and implemented 
at a state level, it would make sense for types 
to emerge within that framework that show 

consistency across state lines, with differences 
between types that may be based on diversity 
of physical or other factors within each state 
rather than between states. Diversity in that 
context might also be driven by differing state 
policy responses to the emergence of a CHP 
sector. A core example of this is the differing 
positions of state governments regarding the 

transfer of stock titles to CHPs and/or use of 
tools such as agreements or title caveats to 
ensure program compliance, which can be 
seen in the presence or absence of the state 
government and clarification of title in Figure 3 
through Figure 8. 
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STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT 
The report is structured as follows:

1. Background and context.

2. Overview of Australia’s rental housing co-
operatives (this chapter)

3. Method, approach, and governance.

4. Locations and key statistics of survey 
respondents.

5. The cost and work of co-operatives.

6. Empowerment and agency: the 
importance of co-operativism.

7. Participation: co-operativism in practice.

8. Connection: the significance and 
implications of social capital.

9. The value of diversity.

10. Housing outcomes: sense of home, 
affordability, stability, safety, and quality

11. Skills, employment, education, health and 
wellbeing, and broader social outcomes.

12. Challenges.

13. Recommendations for thriving 
cooperatives.

14. Conclusion.

15. Bibliography

16. Appendices

 

Source: United Housing Co-operative,  
Victoria, used with permission
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COMMON EQUITY HOUSING LTD (CHP)
PROPERTY TITLE WITH NO CAVEAT

2030608 TYPE 1 CERC STRUCTURE

• Each CERC has a legal agreement with CEHL

• CERC members can be Board members of CEHL

• CERCs are shareholders of CEHL

Structural repairs & maintenance

CERC HOMESCERC HOMES

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE (CERC)

• All aspects of tenancy management 
• Responsive repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE (CERC)

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CERC

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CERC

• All aspects of tenancy management 
• Responsive repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

FIGURE 3. Type 1 – Common Equity Rental Co-operatives (CERCs), Victoria.
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FIGURE 4. Type 2 – Common Equity NSW co-operatives, NSW.

COMMON EQUITY NSW (CHP)

2030608 TYPE 2 NSW STRUCTURE

• Each co-op has a legal agreement with CENSW

• Co-op members can be Board members of CENSW

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE

STATE GOVERNMENT

CENSW has a legal agreement
with NSW State government

• Structural repairs & maintenance

• Non-financial aspects of 
tenancy management

CO-OP HOMES CO-OP HOMES

• All aspects of tenancy
management except non-financial*
• Responsive repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

• All aspects of tenancy
management except non-financial*
• Responsive repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CO-OP

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CO-OP
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FIGURE 5. Type 3 – Community Managed Co-operatives (CMCs), Victoria.

COMMON EQUITY HOUSING LTD (CHP)
PROPERTY TITLE WITH NO CAVEAT

2030608 TYPE 3 CMC STRUCTURE

• Each CMC has a legal agreement with CEHL

• CMC members can be Board members of CEHL

• CMCs are shareholders of CEHL

• All repairs and maintenance

• All tenancy management
except selection and induction

CMC HOMESCMC HOMES

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE (CMC)

• Tenant selection and
induction only

• Individual tenancy
agreements

• Tenant selection and 
induction only

• Individual tenancy 
agreements

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE (CMC)

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CMC

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CMC
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FIGURE 6. Type 4 – Common Equity Housing South Australia (CEHSA) co-operatives, SA.

COMMON EQUITY HOUSING SA (CHP)
PROPERTY TITLE WITH A CAVEAT

2030608 TYPE 4 SA STRUCTURE

• Each co-op has a legal agreement with CEHSA

• Co-op members can be Board members of CEHSA

• Co-ops are shareholders of CEHSA

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE

• Tenant selection and induction
• All repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

Tenancy management and
administration

CO-OP HOMES CO-OP HOMES

• Tenant selection and induction
• All repairs & maintenance

• Individual tenancy agreements

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CERC

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CERC
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FIGURE 7. Type 5 – Western Australian ARHCs.

CO-OPERATION HOUSING
(CO-OP SPECIFIC CHP)

2030608 TYPE 5 WA STRUCTURE

• 5 co-ops are shareholders of Co-operation Housing,
with members able to be Board members

• 3 are associate members or non-members

STATE GOVERNMENT

Legal agreement with
WA State government

• All repairs and maintenance

• All tenancy management 
except selection and induction

CO-OP HOMES

ANOTHER CHP
PROPERTY TITLE WITH NO CAVEAT

Tenant selection
and induction 
only

CO-OP HOMES

1 HOUSING CO-OPERATIVE 8 HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES
PROPERTY TITLE WITH CAVEAT

• All repairs and maintenance
• All tenancy management

• Individual tenancy agreements

At least one 
resident is a 
member of 
their CERC
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FIGURE 8. Type 6 – Rental Housing Co-operatives (RHCs), Victoria.

VICTORIAN STATE GOVERNMENT

2030614 TYPE 6 RHC STRUCTURE

Legal agreement with Vic State government

RHC HOMESRHC HOMES

Residents are 
members of 
their CO-OP/RHC

• All repairs and maintenance

• All tenancy management

• Individual tenancy agreements

3 HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES (RHCs) (CHPs)
PROPERTY TITLE WITH CAVEAT

• All repairs and maintenance

• All tenancy management

• Individual tenancy agreements

5 HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES (RHCs) (CHPs)

Residents are 
members of 
their CO-OP/RHC
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9. See Pawson et al (2015).

AHRCs there are four types of individuals who 
perform the work of co-operatives:

1. Paid CHP staff or contractor.

2. Paid co-operative staff or contractor.

3. Unpaid co-operative member (self).

4. Unpaid co-operative member (other).

Further, there are seven suites of management 
tasks undertaken by those individuals:

1. Tenancy-related activities.

2. Property and grounds activities.

3. Membership-related activities.

4. Governance activities.

5. Finance activities.

6. Individual tenant-member support.

7. Other community activities.

Lastly, due to their active membership, housing 
co-operatives identify seven suites of outcomes, 
benefits, and values created by that work:

1. Housing stability, quality, and cost.

2. Social capital.

3. Health and wellbeing.

4. Wider economic and social benefits.

5. Skills acquisition, employment, and 
education.

6. Empowerment, agency, and voice.

7. Reduced operating costs.

TRACKING CO-OPERATIVE 
INPUTS AND BENEFITS
To track the inputs and benefits of co-
operatives we redeveloped AHURI research 
that developed a cost-consequences 
framework for CHPs. The original framework 
enabled providers to capture the costs 
associated with four realms of management 
that were aligned to four realms of tenant and 
community outcomes. The four management 
realms were tenancy, property and 
neighbourhood, individual tenant support, and 
additional tenant and community services. The 
four outcome realms were overall satisfaction 
with landlord, housing stock satisfaction, 
tenancy sustainment, and social/economic 
participation and social capital.9 

The AHURI framework was created for CHPs 
that are neither housing co-operatives nor 
in partnership with housing co-operatives. 
It reflects a model in which CHP employees 
perform the management tasks that lead to 
reported housing outcomes. That makes the 
AHURI framework unfit for tracking the tasks 
or outcomes of housing co-operatives, as 
co-operatives’ member-based structure means 
that tenant-members have active roles in 
various aspects of program delivery. Within the 

This chapter explains the project’s governance, approach, and method. The project reflects a 
substantial and multi-faceted collaboration between the academic and co-operative sectors, as 
well as international engagement. The overarching objective was to purpose-build and deploy a 
methodology that would accommodate and capture the collaborative nature of co-operatives and 
the value of that.

CHAPTER 3.  
METHOD, APPROACH,  
AND GOVERNANCE

PROJECT GOVERNANCE 
To ensure project relevance, appropriateness, 
and robustness, we established a Steering 
Committee comprising partner CHPs and co-
operative tenant-members and an International 
Advisory Group comprising recognised leaders 
in collaborative housing research. 

The Committee provided regular and 
comprehensive guidance on the design and 
execution of the research methods, which was 
reviewed by the Advisory Group for scholarly 
and international relevance. Both the Steering 
Committee and International Advisory Group 
reviewed this report in its draft form.
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Therefore, the project’s driving questions were:

1. Do affordable rental housing co-operatives 
lead to better and/or additional outcomes 
than other forms of social housing? 

2. If so, how is this driven by: 

- Living in the co-operative? And/or 

- Participating in the co-operative?

3. Are housing co-operatives better value for 
money than other social housing models? 

Based on those questions, our review of 

international literature, and advisory committee 

discussions, we developed and shared the 

schematic shown in Figure 9. The framework 

postulates that the two (yellow) aspects of 

living and participating in a co-operative 

generate the six previously identified suites of 

outcomes around the outside of the diagram. It 

also postulates that there are connections that 

run between those outcomes.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
Globally, housing co-operatives provide as 

great a diversity of housing as any other 

organisational form, from rental through to 

ownership, and multi-unit apartments through 

cohousing-type forms, to freestanding houses. 
They provide housing to all household forms 

and income levels, and in any location. Given 

their diversity and ability to provide any form 

of housing, they are not defined by those 

but instead are uniquely defined by their 

requirement for ‘active involvement’ amongst 

their tenant-members. 

The emphasis on ‘active involvement’ as a 

defining characteristic of co-operative housing 

was the starting focus of the research. The 

project sought to test whether the outcomes 

that tenant-members experience with regards 

to their housing and other life experiences are 

the result of the co-operative’s requirement 

for active participation. That is, the project 

sought to test whether the active involvement 

of tenant-members in the various activities 

of a housing co-operative translates into the 

broad categories of outcomes such as housing 

satisfaction, social capital, skills acquisition, 

and so forth that we identified in our previous 

report. This must also accommodate varying 

levels and forms of participation, as tenant-

members may benefit from their own 

participation and/or the participation of the 

others in their co-operative. 

The project therefore worked with the project 
partners and co-operative members to develop 
a methodology that could capture this broader 
set of inputs, activities, and outputs. The 
project’s technical report provides details of 
the research tools. The research tools ensured 
a comprehensive evidence base was generated 
that would enable the activities and work of 
co-operatives to be understood, as well as 
the resulting outcomes, benefits, and values. 
Briefly, the tools are:

1. CHP/RHC salary expenditure worksheet: 
to capture CHP/RHC inputs into each of the 
7 management categories.

2. Co-operatives’ statements of accounts/
audits: to capture expenditure items into 
each of the 7 management categories at the 
co-operative level.

3. A short co-operative survey: to capture 
data on the age and size of the co-
operative, and the age and condition of its 
stock.

4. Annual calendar of co-operative activities: 
to capture the scale and diversity of co-
operative work over a 12-month period and 
contextualise the data captured in 5, below.

5. Co-operative time use survey: to 
capture the voluntary co-operative work 
performed by tenant-members over a 12-
week period.

6. Tenant-member survey: to capture tenant-
members’ experiences of living and working 
in their co-operative.

7. In-depth tenant-member interview: to drill 
down on issues identified through tools 1-6 
above.

The data collected through these tools was 
then interrogated according to the project’s 
analytical framework, described below.
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10. See Pawson et al (2015).

The conceptual framework was discussed 

and refined with the Steering Committee, 

identifying that extant literature seems to miss 

a 7th key suite of outcomes that are deeply 

connected to co-operatives’ self-governing 

nature. We therefore added a suite of 

outcomes that include tenant-members’ sense 

of agency, empowerment, and co-operativism. 

Discussion with the steering committee also 

highlighted that the outcomes need to be 

considered in light of who has responsibility 

for, and is performing, which of the tasks 

involved in housing co-operative governance 

and operations. This is a foundational extension 

of previous cost-consequences frameworks 

for assessing housing outcomes that did not 

include residents as contributing to those 

outcomes.

The team therefore created the framework in 

Figure 10 for developing and testing hypotheses 

as data was collected. The framework presents 

the individuals responsible for undertaking the 

7 suites of management activities bound up 

in housing co-operative delivery and provision, 

and the 7 suites of outcomes consequently 

generated. This expands and builds on the 

previous AHURI cost-consequences framework 

of four management fields and four suites 

of outcomes.10 Beneath the three categories 

of individual, activities, and outcomes, are 

examples of variables that might need to be 

controlled for, whether from the tenant-member 

survey or the housing co-operative typology. 

Relationships between individuals, activities, 
and outcomes were then used as the basis 
for creating hypotheses that were tested by 
analysing relevant data. In each hypothesis, 

variables that could be in play and confusing the 
hypothesis were also identified and controlled 
for, if needed. To explain the framework, there 
are two examples of hypotheses shown in the 
figure as lines and explained on the next page.

SOCIAL
CAPITAL

WIDER ECONOMIC 
AND SOCIAL 

BENEFITS

HEALTH & 
WELLBEING

LOWER 
OPERATING 

COST

HOUSING 
STABILITY & 

QUALITY & COST

SKILLS 
ACQUISITION

COMMUNNITY HOUSING 
COOPERATIVE RESIDENCY

ACTIVE HOUSING 
COOP ENGAGEMENT

FIGURE 9. The project’s initial conceptual framework.
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they as an individual are directly involved 

in overseeing or undertaking the activity. 

That is shown in the three different types of 

individuals undertaking the activity – a paid 

co-operative staff member or contractor, the 

survey participant as an unpaid co-operative 

participant (‘self’), or another unpaid co-

operative tenant-member (‘other’). This 

would imply that it is the co-operative’s 

participation in the oversight of the activities 

that is creating housing quality, and that 

tenant-members benefit from the resulting 

housing quality, regardless of whether or not 

they take part in the management activity.

In this example, additional possible variables 

that could be correlated with satisfaction 

include the participant’s health, age, gender, 

length of tenure, and participation in co-

operative activities.

1. The black lines show the hypothesis that 
co-operative members undertaking or 
overseeing property and grounds activities 
leads to better outcomes regarding housing 
stability, quality, and cost, as well as health 
and wellbeing (e.g., due to better insulation 
or work being done to stop draughts, etc.). 

In the hypothesis as shown, the survey 

participant benefits from the co-operative 

having responsibility for property and 

grounds activities, regardless of whether 

Individuals 

Activities 

gender income age health 
spatial

configuration 

Outcomes 

location 

Paid CHP 
sta
 or 

contractor 

Paid co-op 
sta
 or 

contractor 

Unpaid
co-op member 

(self)

Unpaid
co-op member 

(other)

Possible variables to 
control for include: 

Other 
community 

activities 

Individual 
tenant

support 

Finance 
activities 

Governance 
activities 

Membership 
related 

activities 

Property 
and grounds

activities 

Tenancy 
related 

activities 
Hypothesis: co-op 

responsibility for property 
& grounds creates better 

housing outcomes 

Hypothesis: taking part in 
governance activities 

creates social capital, skills 
acquisition, empowerment 

and agency 

housing 
stability, quality, 

cost 

social capital 

health and 
wellbeing 

wider economic
and social
benefits 

skills acquisition, 
employment,

education 

empowerment,
agency,

and voice 

lower 
operating 

costs 

FIGURE 10. Analytical framework and hypothesis building.
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11. Pawson et al (2014, 2015).

The hypotheses, and their relevant analytical 
approaches are detailed in a companion 
document, the technical report. They are also 
used to scaffold the following chapters.

Analysis of the hypothesis data also generated 
new lines of inquiry, as emerging patterns 
raised further questions about factors and 
outcomes that might not have been framed in 
the list of hypotheses above, but which were 
emerging as potentially significant. Hence the 
findings below reflect a data analysis process 
that extended beyond the list of hypotheses 
above.

THE REST OF THIS REPORT: 
HOW THE FINDINGS ARE 
PRESENTED
First, we present a descriptive overview of 
the sector in Chapter 4. Locations and key 
statistics of survey respondents, based on the 
spatial data that informed the typology and the 
tenant-member survey. That section introduces 
the nature and scale of the co-operatives and 
starts to provide insights about co-operative 
tenant-members and their lives.

That is followed by Chapter 5. The cost and 
work of co-operatives, which presents an 
analysis of the financial and time contributions 
into co-operatives. This compares the 
expenditure items of the study CHPs to the 
findings in the previous AHURI work,11 and then 
examines the patterning of the co-operatives’ 
time contributions and expenditure items, 
particularly with a view to if and how these 
patterns change with differing levels of co-
operative responsibility.

Following the analysis of the cost and work 
of co-operatives, three chapters focus on 
the primary enabling conditions or series 
of factors that our data showed to be 
significantly correlated to a suite of beneficial 

3. Member participation in co-operative 
governance and/or management 
generates positive skills outcomes for that 
member.

4. Member participation in co-operative 
governance and/or management 
generates positive social capital 
outcomes for that member.

5. Living in a co-operative generates positive 
health and well-being outcomes.

6. Living in a co-operative creates a strong 
sense of home.

7. Living in a co-operative creates a stronger 
sense of housing stability.

8. Living in a co-operative correlates with 
higher levels of social capital than national 
averages.

9. Members in co-operatives that have 
greater levels of autonomy and/or 
responsibility have a greater sense of 
agency and empowerment within their co-
operative and the sector.

10. Members with different reasons for joining 
the co-operative have different levels of 
participation in the co-operative.

11. Members’ interest in the co-operative 
principles correlates with levels of 
participation in co-operative governance 
and management.

12. Member training in co-operative 
participation at start of membership leads 
to higher levels of participation in the co-
operative.

13. Co-operative oversight of property 
activities correlates with housing that is 
more tailored and appropriate to members’ 
needs.

14. Co-operative members have a higher 
sense of safety in their homes and 
neighbourhoods than national averages.

15. Co-operative life and participation were 
impacted by the COVID19 pandemic.

2. The pink lines show the hypothesis that 
respondents who take part in co-operative 
governance activities will report a range of 
personal benefits that could include social 
capital, skills acquisition, employment, 
education, and a sense of empowerment, 
agency, and voice. This shows that 
participation in one field of activity can lead 
to multiple benefits across diverse aspects 
of tenant-members’ lives. 

In this example, additional possible variables 

that could be correlated with satisfaction 

include the participant’s health, age, 

gender, length of tenure, employment, and 

education.

Different types of hypotheses require 
different types of analysis. This generated 

the need for a data framework to track how 
each hypothesis was tested, including which 
components of which tools were drawn 
on for data and how the data was then 
analysed. Each management category in 
Figure 10 corresponds to relevant questions 
within each research tool. This means 
that each hypothesis represents a suite 
of relevant questions to be selected for 
analysis, according to the form of the answer 
for each question (e.g., yes/no, multiple 
choice, Likert scale, etc.) and the nature of 
the hypothesis.

The project tested 15 hypotheses:

1. Member satisfaction with housing 
quality is higher if their co-operative has 
responsibility for property repairs and 
maintenance. 

2. Greater co-operative participation in 
tenancy and property activities lowers CHP 
costs, where costs are the opportunity 
costs of resources devoted to the provision 
of housing.
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The small absolute numbers mean that in 
many instances we were unable to perform 
regression analyses on the data and so many 
results are presented as correlations. However, 
the use of multiple research tools enabled us 
to triangulate issues across these and provide 
methodological robustness. In many instances, 
the findings were supported across multiple 
tools. The findings are therefore presented 
throughout the report via a mix of quantitative 
and qualitative data. Limitations to the data are 
discussed in Limitations of this study. 

The Tenant-Member Survey was purpose-built 
for this project. In some instances, questions 
were drawn from the National Social Housing 
Survey or the General Social Survey, with 
modification to make the survey questions 
fit for the particularities of the co-operative 
sector and driving objectives of the project. 
This means the co-operative data in this report 
cannot be readily compared to data from 
either of those surveys, while co-operatives are 
also invisible within the broader category of 
community housing within those surveys. We 
speak to this issue in our recommendations, 
and in the Conclusion, under Suggestions for 
future national data comparisons.

UNDERSTANDING THE DATA 
AND ITS COMPARABILITY
This is the first comprehensive data capture 
for the Australian affordable rental housing 
co-operative sector. The overall response 
rate for the various tools was slightly low, 
with overall response rates of 8% for the time 
use survey and 10% for the tenant-member 
survey, reflecting the challenge of requesting 
participation amongst an already busy sector. 
However, response rates were not captured 
evenly across the types, ranging from 2%-33% 
for the time use survey and 4%-17% for the 
tenant-member survey. This would suggest 
that future work could focus on increasing 
response rates in the types where these were 
low. These were the Victorian CERCs (4%) and 
South Australian co-operatives (2%) for the 
time use survey, and the Victorian CMCs (4%) 
and RHCs (4%) for the tenant-member survey.

In addition to response rates, the sector is also 
comparatively small, especially when broken 
down further as per the typology explained in 
Typology of ARHC regulation and governance. 
This means that in some instances, even high 
response rates translate into small numbers. 
For example, the 33% time use survey response 
rate reflects 3 of WA’s 9 co-operatives 
completing the time use survey. 

outcomes. Those chapters focus on: co-
operativism; participation; and, social capital. 
We then explain the value of the sector’s 
diversity in Chapter 9. The value of diversity 
before presenting two chapters detailing 
the benefits identified in our data, namely: 
housing outcomes; and skills, employment, 
education, health and wellbeing, and broader 
social outcomes. This is followed by a chapter 
summarising the primary challenges identified 
by participants. 

The chapters include summaries of the relevant 
statistical analyses and qualitative material 
from the open-ended survey questions and 
interviews, some summaries are portrayed as 
graphics as well as text. Summary tables of 
statistical tests are provided in the Appendices.

The details of the methodology and tests can 
be found in the technical report, including the 
extension or subdivision of hypotheses into 
further tests as became necessary. 

Following the primary findings chapters, is 
a chapter of recommendations for thriving 
co-operatives, based on those findings. We 
conclude by reflecting on the core insights from 
our findings in light of other extant program 
logics or outcomes frameworks. We also flag 
insights for social housing more broadly and 
the housing system at large, limitations of the 
study, and issues for future research.
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12.  ABS (2021a, 2021b, 2021c). It should be noted that Postal Areas (PA) are non-ABS structures; that is, they are approximations of a general definition of postcodes 
and so are administrative boundaries that are not defined by the ABS. It is important to remember that ABS approximations of administrative boundaries may not 
precisely match postcode boundaries and should be utilised solely for statistical purposes (ABS, 2021b). 

13.  ABS (2021c).

14. ABS (2021c).

CHARACTERISTICS OF TENANT-
MEMBER SURVEY RESPONDENTS’ 
CO-OPERATIVES
The number of tenant-member survey 
respondents from each location category 
(metropolitan vs regional) and IRSAD is shown 
in Table 7 with a summary in Table 8. Notably, 
more than twice as many respondents live 
in co-operatives in metropolitan locations 
than regional (178 vs 85 responses; 67.6%); 
this is slightly above the 63.1% of the 
households in the ARHC sector at large that 
are in metropolitan locations. Table 9 shows 
the proportions of tenant-member survey 
respondents living in co-operatives that do 
or do not have an additional purpose, such 
as housing people from a particular cultural 
background. Roughly equal numbers of 
respondents came from co-operatives with 
and without an additional purpose (131 vs 
160 responses respectively). Table 10 then 
shows the spatial configurations of the 
tenant-member survey respondents; most 
respondents (70%) live in co-operatives that 
are predominantly not co-located (203 of 291 
responses). 

encompasses the remaining portions of the 
state, excluding the metropolitan GCCSA. 
The ABS defines GCCSAs as geographic 
regions intended to represent functional areas, 
including labour markets and the functional 
boundaries of Australian capital cities.14

SOCIOECONOMIC AND GEOGRAPHICAL 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SECTOR
Table 5 shows the location and IRSAD for the 
co-operatives within each type while Table 6 
shows the totals of metro (1,863; 63.1%) and 
regional (1,089; 36.9%) co-operative properties 
represented by the partner organisations. 
The maps in Figure 11 to Figure 21 show the 
location and density of the total number of 
co-operative properties covered in this report; 
they do not show individual co-operatives. 
This is to accommodate co-operatives that 
have properties across multiple suburbs and 
postcodes, and postcodes that contain the 
properties of multiple co-operatives. The 
Victorian sector is shown both by Type (Types 
1, 3, and 6) and as an entire amalgamated 
sector that combines the Types.

MAPPING THE HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVES AND SURVEY 
CAPTURE
The study covered housing co-operatives 
from cities through to regional towns, in high- 
through to low-income regions, and including 
a range of housing types from apartments and 
clustered homes through to individual houses. 
In this section, we explore the diversity of the 
co-operatives in terms of their location, size, 
spatial layout, and other features. 

The map data and Index of Relative Socio-
Economic Advantage and Disadvantage 
(IRSAD) data are sourced from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics.12 The division between 
metropolitan and regional areas is based on the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Greater 
Capital City Statistical Areas (GCCSAs).13 This 
division was determined using the postcode 
information corresponding to the location of 
each co-operative. In this context, the term 
‘metropolitan area’ refers to the state’s greater 
capital city, while the term “regional area” 

CHAPTER 4.  
LOCATIONS AND KEY 
STATISTICS OF SURVEY 
RESPONDENTS
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TABLE 8. Summary of survey respondents’ location and IRSAD

  IRSAD

L M H total %

Metro 38 42 98 178 67.6

Reg. 60 19 6 85 32.3

Total 98 61 104 263

TABLE 5. Location and IRSAD scores, study co-operative properties

1 – Vic CERCs 2 – NSW 3 – Vic CMCs 4 – SA 5 – WA 6 – Vic RHCs

IRSAD score IRSAD score IRSAD score IRSAD score IRSAD score IRSAD score

Low Med. High Low Med. High Low Med. High Low Med. High Low Med. High Low Med. High

Metro 135 212 196 137 13 186 137 69 126 28 72 28 0 36 32 68 144 244

Regional 545 194 56 51 20 5 73 22 0 34 0 0 16 15 0 50 6 2

Total 680 406 252 188 33 191 210 91 126 62 72 28 16 51 32 118 150 246

Overall totals 1,338 412 427 162 99 514

TABLE 6. Summary of study co-operative properties’ location and IRSAD totals

No. % No. %

Metro total 1863 63.1 Low total 1274 43.2

Regional total 1089 36.9 Med total 803 27.2

High total 875 29.6

All 2,952 All 2,952

TABLE 7. Location and IRSAD of survey respondents 
L = low; M = medium; H = high; Reg. = regional

1 – Vic CERCs 2 – NSW 3 – Vic CMCs 4 – SA 5 – WA  6 – Vic RHCs All types

 
IRSAD IRSAD IRSAD IRSAD IRSAD IRSAD IRSAD

L M H Tot. L M H Tot. L M H Tot. L M H Tot. L M H Tot. L M H Tot. L M H Tot.

Metro 8 17 32 57 23 1 29 53 3 6 5 14 3 13 10 26 0 2 9 11 1 3 13 17 38 42 98 178

Reg. 53 14 5 72 5 4 1 10 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 60 19 6 85

Total 61 31 37 28 5 30 5 6 5 3 13 10 0 3 9 1 3 13 98 61 104

 All 129 63 16 26 12 17 263
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TABLE 9. Proportions of survey respondents from co-operatives with additional purposes

1 – CERCs 2 – NSW 3 – CMCs 4 – SA 5 – WA 6 – RHCs Total

Additional 
purpose

Yes Count 10 65 2 28 10 16 131

% within Type 6.8% 100.0% 10.5% 100.0% 83.3% 76.2% 45.0%

No Count 136 0 17 0 2 5 160

% within Type 93.2% 0.0% 89.5% 0.0% 16.7% 23.8% 55.0%

Total Count 146 65 19 28 12 21 291

TABLE 10. Spatial configuration of survey respondents’ co-operatives

1 – CERCs 2 – NSW 3 – CMCs 4 – SA 5 – WA 6 – RHCs Total

Spatial 
configuration

Predominantly  
co-located

Count 0 38 4 11 11 0 64

% within Type 0.0% 58.5% 21.1% 39.3% 91.7% 0.0% 22.0%

Predominantly not  
co-located

Count 146 3 15 17 1 21 203

% within Type 100.0% 4.6% 78.9% 60.7% 8.3% 100.0% 69.8%

Mixed Count 0 24 0 0 0 0 24

% within Type 0.0% 36.9% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 8.2%

Total Count 146 65 19 28 12 21 291
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Source: Co-operation Housing,  
Western Australia, used with permission
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NEW SOUTH WALES STUDY CO-OPERATIVES

FIGURE 11. Study co-operatives’ properties, greater Sydney
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FIGURE 12. Study co-operatives’ properties, rest of NSW
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FIGURE 13. Study co-operatives’ properties, greater Adelaide

SOUTH AUSTRALIAN STUDY CO-OPERATIVES
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FIGURE 14. Study co-operatives’ properties, rest of South Australia
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FIGURE 15. All study co-operatives’ properties, greater Melbourne
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FIGURE 16. All study co-operatives’ properties, rest of Victoria
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FIGURE 17. Map of the CERCs, Victoria
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FIGURE 18. Map of the CMCs, Victoria
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FIGURE 19. Map of the RHCs, Victoria
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FIGURE 20. Study co-operatives’ properties, greater Perth
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FIGURE 21. Study co-operatives’ properties, rest of Western Australia
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15. See Becker (2022).

FIGURE 22. Age and gender of survey participants

INTRODUCING THE SURVEY 
RESPONDENTS
In total, 291 co-operative tenant-members 
completed the online survey. Not all 
participants answered all questions, so the data 
presented in this section does not always total 
291 responses. Generally, higher numbers of 
survey participants were older, were female, 
reported themselves as in good physical and 
mental health, or held a formal role within 
their co-operative. Future work could compare 
the demographics of the survey respondents 
against sector-wide data to check for 
representativeness; currently that comparative 
sector data is unavailable, except for the age 
data as discussed below.

DEMOGRAPHICS
AGE AND GENDER
Survey participants’ age and gender responses 
are shown in Figure 22. Overall, 184 (75.7%) 
participants identified as female, 52 (21.4%) 
as male, 6 (2.5%) as non-binary or other, and 1 
(0.4%) preferred not to say. Most participants 
were older, in age groups 55-64 (29.3%) and 
65-74 (29.3%). The higher proportion of older 
participants roughly aligns with the sector data 
more broadly as shown in Figure 23, although 
with a slightly lower proportion of 40- to 
49-year-olds than the co-operative sector at 
large. However, demographic data was not 
available for Types 5 (WA) or 6 (RHCs).

Gender data for the housing co-operative 
sector was not available, except in NSW. That 
state’s sector is 59% female and 39%, with 
2% who identify as other or prefer not to say. 
We are unable to comment on the difference 
between the gender data amongst the survey 
respondents and the NSW figures, as several 
factors may being affecting this. This includes 
the presence of housing co-operatives in states 
other than NSW that are solely for women, 
and which may be driving the higher female 
response rate, and the tendency towards 
higher survey response rates amongst women 
in research generally.15
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FIGURE 23. Age of CEHL, CEHSA, and CENSW 
tenant-members.

CULTURAL BACKGROUND
Approximately two thirds (67.9%, n=167) 
of the participants were born in Australia; 
this is slightly lower than the percentage of 
Australian-born people in the nation’s general 
population, which is 70.9% (ABS 2022). Of 
those respondents who were not born in 
Australia (32.1%, n=79), the most common 
places of birth were the UK or England 
(n=38), Philippines (n=28) and Aotearoa/
New Zealand (n=14). Nine (3.7%) participants 
identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander. English was the first language for 208 
participants (84.9%).
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EMPLOYMENT AND FINANCIAL 
CIRCUMSTANCES
Just over half of the participants who answered 
this question (n=131, 55%) were not in the 
labour force, while a quarter (n=60, 25%) 
worked part-time, and 11% (n=26) worked full 
time. A smaller proportion (n=21, 9%) were 
unemployed and looking for part-time or full-
time work; see Figure 25.

HOUSEHOLD TYPE
As shown in Figure 24, the most common 
household type was single-person households 
without children (42.2%, n=103), followed by 
single person living with children (n=56), and 
couples without children (n=41). Most single-
person households without children were 
females aged 55 years or older (n=58). Most 
single-person households with children were 
headed by females aged 35-64 years (n=48). In 
these figures, children included dependent and 
independent children.
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FIGURE 24. Survey participants’ household types

FIGURE 25. Survey participants’ current employment

When asked about their household’s financial 
situation over the past 12 months, 55% (n=134) 
of participants reported breaking even most 
weeks, while a quarter (25%, n=61) indicated 
that they were able to save most weeks. This is 
shown in Figure 26.

FIGURE 26. Survey participants’ financial situation
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FIGURE 28. Survey participants’ state and location

STATE AND LOCATION
The largest proportion of participants resided in 
Victoria (n=188, 64%), followed by NSW (n=65, 
22%), SA (n=25, 8.6%), and WA (n=12, 4.1%). 
Proportionally, there is a slight undercount of 
Victorian co-operatives as they comprise 77.9% 
of the partner co-operative homes. Conversely, 
the other states are over-represented as NSW 
comprises 13.5% of the partner co-operatives, 
SA 5.3%, and WA 3.2%.

Within NSW and SA, the largest cohorts of 
respondents live in the inner suburbs of Sydney 
(n=27, 48%) or Adelaide (n=8, 35%). The largest 
cohort of Victorian participants were located in 
regional cities or towns (n=53, 35%). Over half 
of the participants from WA (n=6, 55%) lived 
in the middle or outer suburbs of Perth; see 
Figure 28. 

GENERAL AND MENTAL HEALTH
As shown in Figure 27, most participants 
reported average or good general health 
(n=168, 68%) and mental health (n=149, 60%). 
A slightly lower proportion of participants 
reported that their general health (n=29, 12%), 
is very good compared to their mental health 
(n=47, 19%)
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FIGURE 27. Survey participants’ general and mental health
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FIGURE 30. Survey participants’ adult housing experience.

HOUSING PATHWAYS OF  
CO-OPERATIVE MEMBERS
To capture data on participants’ housing 
experiences, the survey prompted respondents 
with “In your adult life have you mostly…” and 
provided a range of options for completing 
the sentence in line with their adult housing 
experience. The results can be seen in Figure 
30 and show that the largest proportion (49%) 
of respondents had mainly lived in the private 
rental sector as adults. The second highest 
proportion (18%) had mainly lived in ARHCs as 
adults. 

Alongside the private rental and ARHC sectors, 
there were respondents from diverse housing 
backgrounds, including homelessness, living in 
the home of friends or relatives, living in equity 
co-operatives, and homeownership. This shows 
that ARHCs are a destination for a diverse range 
of people and helps to contextualise responses 
to survey questions that asked tenant-members 
about their current and previous housing 
experiences. This latter point is important as 
previous studies of co-operatives internationally 
had asked co-operative residents about their 
housing satisfaction, but without a baseline of 
comparison to any other forms or experiences 
of housing.

FIGURE 29. Survey participants’ length of time in their co-operative and the sector.

RESPONDENTS’ TIME IN THE HOUSING 
CO-OPERATIVE SECTOR
The largest proportion (46%) of the survey’s 
291 respondents had been living in their current 
co-operative home for over a decade. All other 
answers recorded much lower frequencies. 
This indicates that many of the respondents 
have stable housing within their current co-
operative; see Figure 29.

When asked about how long they had lived in 
the housing co-operative sector more broadly—
that is, not just their current co-operative 
home—the extent of longevity increased, with 
55% of respondents saying they had lived in the 
housing co-operative sector for over a decade. 
This suggests that the housing co-operative 
sector is seen and experienced as an accessible 
long-term option by many respondents and also 
suggests a degree of mobility within the sector.
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The difference in reasons for living in a co-
operative was found to be highly significant in 
terms of correlation with a range of outcomes. 
Later, we discuss the correlations between 
responses to this question and the extent and 
nature of respondents’ participation in their 
co-operative, which has implications for the 
benefits experienced.

The patterning of ranking is also interesting. 
The response ‘It was not important whether 
the housing was in a co-operative or not” 
was largely ranked as either the first or last 
response, and more frequently last. This would 
suggest that co-operativism was either seen 
as highly important or irrelevant (for whatever 
reason), with less frequent responses in 
between those two positions. 

WHY RESPONDENTS ARE LIVING 
IN THEIR CURRENT HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVE
In the survey, respondents were asked to 
identify the main reasons they live in their 
housing co-operative (excluding the need 
for housing). They were provided with four 
possible reasons and asked to identify those 
that applied to them and rank them in order; 
265 of the 291 survey respondents answered 
this question. 

The results are shown in Figure 31 and show 
that wanting to live in a co-operative and 
wanting to live in their specific co-operative 
were most frequently ranked as the first or 
second reason for tenant-members joining their 
co-operative. Smaller numbers of respondents 
prioritised purpose-specific housing (e.g., 
women’s housing or housing for older people) 
or felt it was not important whether the 
housing was a co-operative or not. The large 
proportion that indicated a specific preference 
to live in a co-operative shows a high degree 
of co-operativism and self-selection to live in 
a co-operative amongst respondents. That 
is, respondents largely were individuals who 
had actively sought out to live in a housing 
co-operative generally, or to live in the specific 
co-operative that they joined. 

However, it is noteworthy that 20% of 
respondents ranked as first that it was not 
important whether the housing was in a co-
operative or not. We cannot determine the 
extent to which this is due to people not having 
known what a co-operative is when applying 
for housing, and/or respondents not having a 
preference due to the extent and intensity of 
Australia’s shortage of affordable housing, or 
other factors. 
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FIGURE 31. Survey participants’ reasons for living in their housing co-operative.
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CHAPTER 4. 

BOX 1. The seven co-operative principles.  
Source: https://www.ica.coop/en/ 

cooperatives/cooperative-identity

THE ROLE OF THE CO-OPERATIVE 
PRINCIPLES AND TRAINING
Co-operatives are guided by seven 
international principles, as shown in Box 1. 
Survey participants were asked about their 
sense of the importance of each of these 
when they first joined their co-operative and 
their sense of their importance now. As can be 
seen in Figure 32 and Figure 33, there was a 
marked increase in participants’ sense of the 
importance of these over their time living in a 
co-operative. 

Drilling down on this, the proportion of 
respondents who felt the principles were very 
important or extremely important increased 
for all principles. The absolute increase in the 
number of respondents who feel the principles 
are very important or extremely important 
now, compared to the number of respondents 
who felt the principles were very important 
or extremely important when they moved in, 
ranges from 12 per cent to nearly 20 per cent. 
This is shown in Table 11. 

1

3
4 5

6 7

2

VOLUNTARY AND OPEN 
MEMBERSHIP. Co-operatives are 
voluntary organisations, open to all 
persons able to use their services and 
willing to accept the responsibilities of 
membership, without gender, social, racial, 
political or religious discrimination.

DEMOCRATIC MEMBER CONTROL. 
Co-operatives are democratic organisations 
controlled by their members, who actively 
participate in setting their policies and making 
decisions. Men and women serving as elected 
representatives are accountable to the 
membership. In primary co-operatives members 
have equal voting rights (one member, one 
vote) and co-operatives at other levels are also 
organised in a democratic manner.

MEMBER ECONOMIC PARTICIPATION. Members contribute 
equitably to, and democratically control, the capital of their co-operative. 
At least part of that capital is usually the common property of the 
co-operative. Members usually receive limited compensation, if any, 
on capital subscribed as a condition of membership. Members allocate 
surpluses for any or all of the following purposes: developing their co-
operative, possibly by setting up reserves, part of which at least would 
be indivisible; benefiting members in proportion to their transactions 
with the co-operative; and supporting other activities approved by the 
membership.

AUTONOMY AND 
INDEPENDENCE. Co-
operatives are autonomous, 
self-help organisations 
controlled by their members. 
If they enter into agreements 
with other organisations, 
including governments, or 
raise capital from external 
sources, they do so on terms 
that ensure democratic 
control by their members and 
maintain their co-operative 
autonomy.

EDUCATION, TRAINING, 
AND INFORMATION.  
Co-operatives provide education 
and training for their members, 
elected representatives, 
managers, and employees so 
they can contribute effectively 
to the development of their 
co-operatives. They inform the 
general public - particularly 
young people and opinion 
leaders - about the nature and 
benefits of co-operation.

CO-OPERATION AMONG  
CO-OPERATIVES.  
Co-operatives serve their 
members most effectively and 
strengthen the co-operative 
movement by working together 
through local, national, regional 
and international structures.

CONCERN FOR 
COMMUNITY.  
Co-operatives work for the 
sustainable development 
of their communities 
through policies approved 
by their members.
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FIGURE 33. The importance of the co-operative principles now.

FIGURE 32. The importance of the co-operative principles when joining the co-operative.
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As well as showing the extent of increase in a 
range of social values amongst co-operative 
resident-members, this data also flags the 
possible role of that increase in driving the 
outcomes described in prior literature and in 
this project. That is, increases in participants’ 
senses of the importance of the co-operative 
principles could be connected to a range of 
other outcomes. 

For example, a resident-member’s increased 
sense of the importance of the co-operative 
principle of ‘Education, training, and 
information’ could indicate that the resident-
member has been able to undertake education 

The three highest-ranked principles amongst 
respondents, in order, were:

1. Autonomy and independence.

2. Democratic member control.

3. Concern for community.

The ranking of these top three was the same 
at the time of moving into the co-operative 
and now. Further, all seven principles were 
ranked as ‘extremely important’ now by 
more respondents than had ranked them as 
‘extremely important’ when they moved into 
their co-operative. 

TABLE 11. Change in importance of the co-operative principles during housing co-operative tenure

Co-operative principle

Voluntary 
& open 

membership

Democratic 
member  
control

Economic 
participation

Autonomy & 
independence

Education, 
training & 

information

Co-operative 
amongst  

co-operatives
Concern for 
community

When 
moving in

Very important 31.1% 31.7% 23.9% 28.0% 23.7% 25.6% 29.1%

Extremely 
important 30.4% 38.8% 25.4% 43.0% 23.7% 30.3% 33.8%

Total 61.4% 70.5% 49.3% 71.0% 47.3% 56.0% 62.9%

Now Very important 35.2% 30.7% 25.6% 30.1% 30.4% 29.3% 30.0%

Extremely 
important 40.2% 53.7% 37.2% 56.0% 36.4% 38.6% 46.5%

Total 75.3% 84.4% 62.8% 86.1% 66.8% 67.9% 76.5%

Absolute 
increase 13.9% 13.9% 13.5% 15.1% 19.5% 12.0% 13.6%

while in the co-operative and values that 
education, or has seen adverse impacts when 
resident-members don’t undertake training 
when joining the co-operative.

To determine how survey participants were 
onboarded into the responsibilities of being 
a co-operative tenant-member, the survey 
asked if training was provided and by whom. 
Most respondents (61.8%) said they received 
adequate support or training when they joined 
their co-operative, and 64.4% said that this 
was an informal co-operative-based process 
of learning on the job (see Figure 34 and 
Figure 35).
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FIGURE 35. Who provided support or training 
to new members

FIGURE 34. Support and training provided to 
new members
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involving the most work, with respondents 
contributing an average of 5.2 hours/month 
to this, as shown in Figure 38. Governance 
(3.5 hours) and membership-related activities 
(2.7 hours) ranked second and third, with 
respondents’ contributions to the remaining 
four categories ranging between 1.7-2.2 hours 
per month.

The respondents who participate in their co-
operative tend to participate broadly, with 11 
per cent of respondents only contributing to 
one category of activity. As shown in Figure 
37, most contribute to two (17%) or three (16%) 
categories of activities. That work is spread out 
across the seven categories of co-operative 
activities. Property and grounds activities 

SURVEY RESPONDENTS’ 
PARTICIPATION IN THEIR CO-
OPERATIVES
Most of the survey responses are active in their 
co-operatives, with 87% of the respondents 
who answered this question indicating that 
they contribute labour to their co-operative. As 
seen in Figure 36, just over 40% of respondents 
contribute between 1-10 hours per month to 
their co-operative, while nearly 30% contribute 
11-30 hours per month. The majority (71%) of 
respondents have a formal role in their co-
operative, such as chairperson, treasurer, etc., 
which may suggest they are more engaged 
generally. However, this figure is less than the 
percentage of respondents who said they 
participate (87% as stated above), so it is not 
only tenant-members with formal roles who 
participate.

FIGURE 36. Hours that tenant-members work in their co-operative per month
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FIGURE 37. How many activity categories respondents take part in
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OVERVIEW OF THE BENEFITS OF CO-OPERATIVES
Survey participants were asked to identify the 
main benefits of living in their co-operative 
and could select as many responses as they 
liked. As seen in Figure 39, the most frequently 
stated benefits were:

 ≥ Being able to manage money better 
(n=216).

 ≥ Being able to live in the area (n=209).

 ≥ Feeling more settled in general (n=197). 

The second-highest cluster of benefits were:

 ≥ Being able to collectively make decisions 
that shape where I live (n=147).

 ≥ Being able to use my voice to improve 
where I live (n=146).

 ≥ Feeling more able to cope with life events 
(n=147).

 ≥ Feeling part of the local community (n=145). 

Other reported benefits included proximity to 
services, feeling more able to perform caring 
duties or contribute to the community, and 
working collectively to improve the co-op’s 
environmental performance.

Participants were also asked about the 
outcomes of participating in their co-operative 
and the results are shown in Figure 40. These 
and other outcomes are explored further in the 
following sections of this report.

FIGURE 38. Individual respondents’ average hours per month, per activity category
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FIGURE 40. Participants’ sense of the outcomes of participating in their co-operative.

FIGURE 39. Survey participants’ sense of the benefits of living in a co-operative
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INCREASED CO-OP
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TOTAL INPUTS
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This chapter presents data on the cost effectiveness of co-operatives. This involves documenting the financial costs to CHPs and co-operatives (cost), 
as well as the time (work) that tenant-members give to the running of the co-operative. The outcomes of co-operatives (evidenced in subsequent 
chapters) can then be assessed against the inputs presented here (financial cost and time) to determine the overall effectiveness of co-operatives. 

FIGURE 41. Relationship between co-operative and CHP inputs

CHAPTER SUMMARY

CHAPTER 5.  
THE COST AND WORK  
OF CO-OPERATIVES



Western Sydney University66

WESTERN SYDNEY UNIVERSITY

16.  See Pawson et al (2014, p.7) for a detailed explanation of the difference between these three approaches 
to determining cost effectiveness.

17.  Most co-operatives that are in partnership with a separate CHP maintain some of the rent paid by tenant-
members to undertake management activities, such as repairs and maintenance or tenancy management. 
Therefore, it is expected that the CHP costs will be lower for housing co-operatives that have more 
responsibility for those activities.

18.  This second type of cost recognises that tenant-members’ time is valuable and that contributing to the 
functioning of the co-operative creates an opportunity cost to tenant-members. That is, tenant-members 
forego other activities in order to fulfil their duties as tenant-members.

In our analysis, we examine costs in two ways:

1. We consider the costs of the CHP alone 
and see how this varies across the typology 
described in Typology of ARHC regulation 
and governance, with reference to the 
degree of responsibility that co-operatives 
have within each type.17 

2. We consider the “total resource cost” of 
the provision of housing co-operatives, 
which includes the work of tenant-members 
and other financial expenses of the co-
operative, such as paying for repairs and 
maintenance.18 

We then combine those to examine the total 
resource cost and examine the diversity both 
between and within the co-operative types. 
The chapter concludes by discussing the role 
and nature of volunteerism in a sector that is 
dually shaped by co-operative and community 
housing requirements, and the benefits of the 
combined time and financial resources.

Overall, this chapter outlines what 
governments must consider in supporting (or 
not supporting) the expansion of the co-
operative sector. If the costs of co-operatives 
are aligned with other forms of social housing, 
but deliver additional benefits beyond housing, 
such as satisfaction, skills, employment, 
education, social capital, and health, as 
evidenced in subsequent chapters, there is a 
strong economic argument that governments 
should extend their support for the sector. 
This argument is additionally strengthened by 
evidence generated through this research, that 
many tenant-members actively seek to join a 
co-operative due to its participatory form and 
additional outcomes.

Before we begin, it is worth noting that cost 
consequences approach (CCA) is one approach 
to evaluating cost effectiveness. There are 
other approaches including cost benefit 
analysis (CBA) and cost effective analysis 
(CEA).16 Cost consequences is applied here 
because it enables a suite of outcomes to be 
identified without having to attribute specific 
financial costs to each of these outcomes. This 
is a far more useable, practical, and relevant 
approach for our research purposes, due to 
the intertwined nature of outcomes in housing 
co-operatives. It also allows for comparability 
with the previous cost consequences analysis 
of the community housing sector undertaken 
by Pawson et al. (2014). Comparison with the 
broader community housing sector helps to 
support and validate our own findings and 
contributes to a more robust evidence base on 
the cost effectiveness of the co-operative and 
community housing sector. 

Importantly, one key difference to note 
between the AHURI framework and the analysis 
presented here, is that the present study also 
factors in tenant-member contributions (work) 
to the running of the co-operative. The degree 
and impacts of tenant-member participation 
in the running of their own housing is what 
we argue sets co-operatives apart from other 
forms of community and social housing.

This chapter reports analysis of the evidence 
relating to one of the hypotheses tested 
through this project – that greater co-operative 
responsibility for tenancy and property 
management lowers CHP costs.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
Documenting the cost and work of  
co-operatives helps to answer one of the 
driving questions for this research – Are 
housing co-operatives better value for 
money than other social housing models?

We found:

 ≥Greater co-operative participation 
in tenancy and property activities 
lowers overall CHP costs, as shown in 
Figure 41

 ≥Time contributed by tenant-members 
per dwelling is lower in larger co-
operatives.

 ≥Time contributed per dwelling 
increases as the evenness of 
participation increases, due to an 
increase in the overall amount of 
tenant-member time contributed.

 ≥Higher total resource costs appear to 
improve tenant-member outcomes.

 ≥High diversity in terms of the activities 
that co-operatives spend time on, and 
the amount of time spent.

 ≥Tenant-member responses about 
reasons for living in co-operatives 
show that housing co-operatives and 
their diversity are highly valued.

 ≥The contribution of tenant-members’ 
time generates individual (private) 
and social (public) value.

 ≥The sector grapples with the fact that 
participation can become complicated 
when it is mandated

 ≥The amount of tenant-member 
participation per dwelling and 
the evenness of participation are 
both statistically related to skills 
development.

 ≥The evenness of tenant-members’ 
participation improves health and 
education outcomes.
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19. Pawson et al. (2014; 2015).

20.  We note also that “building works expenditure” and some other items labelled as “excluded cost items” were not included in Pawson et al.’s analysis. As Pawson 
et al. (2014, p.14) explain: “In developing a metric to calibrate landlord cost-effectiveness we consider it appropriate to exclude ‘non-management’ elements of a 
social landlord’s total operating cost from this assessment because key components of the latter are either:  
- outside provider control (e.g. property rates, insurance), or 
- potentially influenced by historic property design or investment decisions (maintenance needs/expenditure). 
We have been consistent with that approach in our methodology.

21.  Intuitively, and generally speaking, greater co-op participation in tenancy and property activities will lead to lower CHP costs than other forms of social housing 
where tenancy management dominates the efforts of CHP staff and financial resources, as indicated in Table 12. Similarly, many co-operatives have responsibilities 
for certain aspects of property management so, in such instances, the amount spent by the CHP on those should be lower.

Tenancy management activities include 
tenant selection, new tenant induction, rent 
collection, and the management of leases. In 
housing co-operatives, tenancy management 
is often conducted by tenant-members, 
although this varies across the diversity of co-
operative models. However, regardless of other 
responsibilities, at the very least, co-operatives 
have responsibility for selecting new tenant-
members.21 Table 13 shows the proportion of 

TABLE 12. The proportion of spending on housing management categories among CHPs

Organisation

Annual housing management expenditure proportions (%)

Tenancy 
Management

Property 
Management

Individual 
Tenant Support

Additional 
Tenant and 
Community 

Services Total

CHP1 55 28 8 9 100%

CHP2 70 18 5 8 100%

CHP3 55 29 7 9 100%

CHP4 50 30 12 8 100%

CHP5 56 23 8 14 100%

CHP6 56 21 19 4 100%

Mean 56 25 10 9 100%

Source: Pawson et al. (2015, p.29)

CHP COST PER DWELLING
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Greater co-operative participation in 
tenancy and property activities lowers 
overall CHP costs

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
The technical report detailed how we follow the 
AHURI19 approach in determining the CHP cost 
per dwelling. This involved CHPs categorising 
the salary and financial expenditure under the 
main housing management activity categories 
of 1. Tenancy Management, 2. Property 
Management, 3. Individual Tenant Support, 
and 4. Additional Tenant and Community 
Services20. Table 12 shows the proportion 
of CHP expenditure on each category of 
management activity in the AHURI study; a 
reminder that those CHPs are not involved with 
housing co-operatives. 

spending that each of the housing co-operative 
CHPs in the study uses on the four co-operative 
management activities. It shows that the 
proportion of 1. Tenancy management costs 
is lower than Pawson et al (2014) found for 
the community housing sector more broadly. 
Proportionally, there is greater expenditure for 
co-operatives on 2. Property management and 
4. Additional tenant and community services.
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22. Pawson et al. (2015).

TABLE 14. Expenditure on housing management categories per dwelling among CHPs

Organisation 

Annual housing management expenditure per dwelling ($)

Tenancy 
Management

Property 
Management

Individual 
Tenant Support

Additional 
Tenant and 
Community 

Services Total

CHP1 1,314 703 205 223 2,444

CHP2 1,895 481 128 220 2,723

CHP3 1,473 792 175 251 2,691

CHP4 1,328 793 314 201 2,635

CHP5 1,513 621 210 378 2,723

CHP6 1,568 595 526 124 2,813

Mean 1,515 664 260 233 2,671

Source: Pawson et al. (2015, p.25)

We also considered the raw expenditure 
numbers (not proportions), as illustrated in 
Table 14 and Table 15. Table 14 displays the 
data from the pilot AHURI project22 and Table 
15 displays the data from the housing co-
operative CHPs included in our study. 

TABLE 13. The proportion of spending on housing management categories among co-operative 
housing CHPs

Organisation 

Annual housing management expenditure proportions (%)

Tenancy 
Management

Property 
Management

Individual 
Tenant Support

Additional 
Tenant and 
Community 

Services Total

CEHSA 39 52 0 9 100%

CENSW 44 37 6 13 100%

UNHC 25 30 13 32 100%

CO-OP WA 33 33 0 33 100%

CEHL – CMC 36 44 3 17 100%

CEHL – CERC 0 41 0 59 100%

CEHL – Direct  
managed (DM) 36 44 3 17 100%

Mean* 30 40 4 27 100%

* excludes CEHL – Direct managed (not co-operatives)
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23. Pawson et al. (2014; 2015).

24. Pawson et al. (2014; 2015).

25. Pawson et al. (2015, p.26).

26.  Note that CEHL’s direct managed properties were excluded from the calculation of the total dwellings, while CMCs and CERCs were treated as separate entities in 
the calculation of the average dwellings.

27. Pawson et al. (2015, pp.27, 28, 64).

28.  According to the co-op typology developed for this project, the co-operatives comprising CEHSA, RHCs, and Co-operation WA are responsible for all aspects of 
maintenance, the CEHL-CERC and CENSW co-ops are responsible for responsive repairs only, and CEHL-CMC co-ops have no property responsibility. For tenancy, 
CEHL-CERCs, RHCs, and Co-operation Housing WA have the greatest responsibility, as they are responsible for all aspects of tenancy (selection, rent collection, 
administration) aside from one co-operative in WA. CENSW co-operatives have the next highest level of responsibility, as they are responsible for all aspects of 
tenancy except non-financial tenancy management tasks, such as inspections, management of breaches, and attendance at hearings. CEHSA and CEHL-CMC  
co-operatives have the lowest level of responsibility, as they are responsible for selection only.

Another explanation is that housing co-
operative CHPs are smaller than the CHPs 
examined in Pawson et al.24 and the difference 
in raw expenditure between the CHP groups 
may reflect economies of scale. The average 
number of dwellings under management for 
the six CHPs in Pawson et al. is 2,366 each 
and the largest four CHPs in Pawson et al. 
each have on average 2,538 dwellings under 
management.25 In contrast, the average 
dwelling number for the housing co-operative 
CHPs is 403.26 The total number of dwellings 
across the sector is 2,821, which is only slightly 
larger than each of the AHURI CHPs. Pawson 
et al.27 noted the potential for economies of 
scale and this is likely playing out in this simple 
comparison.

One point to note from Table 14 and Table 
15 is that the mean totals for 1. Tenancy 
Management and 3. Individual Tenant Support 
are substantially lower for co-operatives CHPs 
than for the CHPs reported in the Pawson et 
al.23 study (from here, ‘AHURI CHPs’).

Another point to note from Table 14 and 
Table 15 is that the mean totals look to differ 
considerably from $2671 for AHURI CHPs, to 
$3,452 for co-operative CHPs in our study 
sample. However, this difference is not as 
considerable as first appears because adjusting 
for inflation, the mean total in Table 14 becomes 
$3,005 in 2021 prices, when the housing co-
operative CHPs were studied. 

TABLE 15. Expenditure on housing management categories per dwelling among housing co-
operative CHPs

Organisation 

Annual housing management expenditure per dwelling ($)

Tenancy 
Management

Property 
Management

Individual 
Tenant Support

Additional 
Tenant and 
Community 

Services Total

CEHSA 1,078 1,449 - 249 2,776

CENSW 1,504 1,257 215 445 3,422

UNHC 806 980 429 1,066 3,281

CO-OP WA 747 747 - 747 2,241

CEHL - CMC 2,633 3,260 256 1,257 7,407

CEHL - CERC - 651 - 937 1,588

CEHL - DM 2,633 3,260 256 1,257 7,407

Mean* 1,128 1,391 150 784 3,452

* excludes CEHL – Direct managed

Moving to a comparison within the housing 
co-operative CHPs, Table 15 reveals a great 
degree of diversity across the sector in terms 
of raw expenditure on different management 
categories. If we compare the housing 
co-operative CHPs with CEHL’s directly 
managed housing, the hypothesis that greater 
co-operative participation in tenancy and 
property management lowers overall CHP 
costs is largely satisfied. 

Rating the co-operatives based on 
responsibility for tenancy and property, 
we suggest that RHCs and Co-operation 
Housing WA co-operatives have the greatest 
level of responsibility, followed by CEHSA 
and CEHL-CERC, followed by CENSW, then 
CEHL-CMC co-operatives. While there is not 
a direct relationship between CHP costs and 
these levels of responsibility, the hypothesis 
that greater co-operative responsibility for 
tenancy and property management lowers 
overall CHP costs is broadly supported.28 

CEHL-CMC clearly has the highest level of 
CHP costs, and it is instructive to look within 
CEHL, where regulatory and institutional issues 
within the CHP are held constant. Here, more 
responsibility in the co-operatives (CERC) leads 
to lower CHP costs. Looking at the property 
responsibility, leaving aside CEHL-CERCs, it is 
also clear that CEHSA, RHCs, and Co-operation 
Housing WA have the lowest costs, followed by 
CENSW and CEHL-CERCs. Any other variations 
in the expected pattern can be explained by 
regulatory differences between the States and 
institutional issues within the CHPs, as well as 
economies of scale at CEHL.
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2. Property and grounds activities. For 
example: inspecting properties; organising 
cyclical and/or responsive maintenance/
repairs; specifying work needed on empty 
properties; organising common area 
cleaning/grounds maintenance; organising 
upgrades to properties and grounds.

3. Membership-related activities. For 
example: inducting new members; 
succession planning; scheduling and/or 
conducting member training; checking in on 
members; mentoring or supporting people 
in governance roles, handling conflict 
between members, etc.

4. Governance activities. For example: 
developing policy; preparing minutes/
agendas; attending co-operative meetings; 
engaging with your housing provider (if 
relevant); stakeholder engagement with 
other members; engaging with other co-
operatives and/or your provider (if you 
have one), etc.

5. Finance activities. For example, creating, 
reading, and/or monitoring budgets; 
preparing statements of accounts and/or 
financial reports; handling and processing 
invoices, etc.

6. Individual tenant support. For example, 
time spent: making referrals to personal 
support/counselling; supportive 
interventions to sustain tenancies, resolve 
arrears and respond to antisocial behaviour.

7. Other community activities. For 
example, applying for grants; community 
development; place making and events; 
community services provision, etc. 

TABLE 16. Co-operatives completing the time-
use survey for each CHP

Organisation 
Number of  

co-operatives

CEHSA 1

CENSW 5

UNHC (RHC) 1

CO-OP WA 3

CEHL - CMC 2

CEHL - CERC 3

Total 15

Source: project data 

Details of the time-use survey are included 
in the technical report. Briefly, co-operative 
tenant-members, typically the chair or 
secretary, recorded time use under various 
management categories. The starting point 
for these categories were the four CHP 
management activities reported on earlier in 
this chapter. For the purposes of this activity, 
however, it was necessary to expand these 
categories. As noted previously, the four CHP 
management activities do not capture the 
entirety of the work performed by tenant-
members due to the democratic nature of 
co-operatives. An expanded set of categories 
was therefore developed in collaboration with 
the tenant-members on the project steering 
committee to allow the activity to align with 
and more accurately capture the activities of 
tenant-members in the co-p sector. The seven 
categories were: 

1. Tenancy-related activities. For example: 
assessing and reviewing rents; collecting 
rents; pursuing rent arrears; tenancy 
applications and selection.

We conclude that the hypothesis that greater 
co-operative participation in tenancy and 
property activities lowers CHP costs is largely 
supported by the data. However, the pattern is 
not uniform, because there is a great degree of 
diversity in the sector in terms of the level of 
responsibility co-operatives have for tenancy 
and property management.

TOTAL ANNUALISED TIME 
USE PER DWELLING
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Time contributed by tenant-members per 
dwelling is lower in larger co-operatives. 
 
Time contributed per dwelling increases 
as the evenness of participation increases, 
due to an increase in the overall amount of 
tenant-member time contributed.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
We conducted a time use survey of a 
representative sample of co-operatives across 
the sector, as described above. Although a 
difficult and time-consuming task, 15 co-
operatives completed a 12-week time use 
survey in the study period along with a yearly 
calendar that allowed us to verify that the 
surveyed 12-week period was representative 
of a typical 12-week period in the life of that 
co-operative. Table 16 indicates the number of 
co-operatives completing the time-use survey 
for each CHP. 

For the purposes of analysis, the CEHSA 
co-operatives, UNHC/RHC, and Co-operation 
Housing (WA) co-operatives were grouped 
together into Cluster 4, as per the typology. 
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29. see (Krugman and Wells 2009: 322-3)

with theory related to economies of scale, in 
which average cost (time use) decreases with 
size. The coefficient of the log of co-operative 
size was found to be statistically significant 
at the 1% level for an expected negative 
relationship – that is, the average time use 
decreases with increasing co-operative size. 

Details of the regression are included in the 
Technical Report and the regression tables 
can be found in Table 23 and Table 24 in 
Appendix 1. However, we can note here that 
the coefficient of -1.01 indicates that a 1% 
rise in size leads to 1.01% fall in time-use per 
dwelling, on average. This does not necessarily 
mean that larger co-operatives are better. 
For example, smaller co-operatives may have 
better outcomes or require less CHP resources. 
However, given an equality of outcomes and 
CHP costs per dwelling across co-operatives, 
the results indicate that larger co-operatives 
are more cost-effective; that is, they deliver 
outcomes with lower costs. 

Economies of scale are driven by several 
factors, but the most relevant here is the 
specialisation of tasks that is enabled in larger 
co-operatives.29 For example, specialisation 
can be seen in the larger co-operatives 
that outsource some of the work to staff or 
sub-contractors, which can reduce inputs of 
time. 

We analysed the amount of time going into various activities by typology grouping. Table 17 
reports on the total annualised time use per dwelling for each co-operative. 

TABLE 17. Total annualised time use per dwelling

Cluster Co-op no. State
Total time use per 

dwelling (annualised) Average

1 136 VIC 27.0

101137 VIC 201.5

156 VIC 74.4

2 14 NSW 141.1

127

19 NSW 147.9

22 NSW 45.0

27 NSW 198.6

30 NSW 103.5

3 97 VIC 46.0
27

99 VIC 7.1

4 47 SA 137.0

82

1 WA 49.6

4 WA 50.1

6 WA 159.4

53 VIC 14.7

Source: project data

Table 17 shows that there is a wide variation 
within cluster groupings in terms of the time 
use per dwelling. Key points are:

 ≥ There is lower time use in the CMCs, which 
would be expected based on their lower 
levels of managerial responsibility. 

 ≥ Based on the degree of autonomy and 
responsibility, we would expect Cluster 
4 to have a higher level of time use per 
dwelling than Clusters 1 and 2. However, it 
does not. This may be because Cluster 4 

is the most internally diverse and contains 
the largest co-operative, and there is a 
statistically significant correlation between 
time use per dwelling and co-operative size. 
This is illustrated on the following page in 
Figure 42.

Figure 42 reflects the relationship between the 
log of time use per dwelling and the log of size. 
The log of these variables is applied because 
the model provides a better statistical fit than 
the raw time and size variables. It also aligns 
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30. Remembering that this is a value from 0-1, with 1 signifying completely equal participation amongst tenant-members.

We find the evidence for a positive relationship 
more convincing, as the time sheets indicated 
that the work of the co-operative involves 
attending governance meetings, conducting 
tenancy duties, overseeing maintenance, 
and the like. An increase in the number of 
people who contribute to these activities will 
increase time-use per dwelling. Therefore, 
Figure 43 shows the relationship between the 
participation rate and the log of time-use per 
dwelling. 

We found the beta coefficient for the 
participation rate to be significant at the 
1% level. The raw value of 0.91 for the beta 
coefficient indicates that a 0.1 unit increase in 
the participation rate30 leads to a 9.1% increase 
in time-use per dwelling, on average. As above, 
this means that greater participation increases 
the work occurring in the co-operative. 
However, we are unable to say whether the 
work is being conducted efficiently and 
therefore whether more outputs are being 
produced when participation increases. 

We also ran a regression of the relationship 
between the log of time use per dwelling as 
the dependent variable (or outcome), and 
both the log of size and the participation 
rate as independent variables (or drivers). All 
regression results are included in the Technical 
Report, but we note that both log size and the 
participation rate remain statistically significant 
at the 1% level and signal a positive relationship. 
This means that for any given participation 
rate, economies of scale continue to exist. In 
addition, for any given size, the greater the 
participation rate, the greater is the time use 
per dwelling. 

We also found a statistically significant 
relationship between the participation rate (the 
proportion of members who participate in the 
running of the co-operative) and the amount of 
time-use per dwelling; see Figure 43. 

In theory, this relationship could be negative 
or positive. A negative relationship would 
be seen if greater participation leads to the 
specialisation of labour, such that the work of a 
co-operative is conducted more efficiently, and 
time use per dwelling falls. 

Alternatively, a positive relationship would be 
seen if greater participation leads to more work 
in the co-operative. For example, 10 people 
gardening together for 1 hour will produce 
more gardening outputs than 1 person doing 
one hour of gardening. The “work of the co-op” 
is not fixed in this example; it increases with 
participation, which creates a higher level of 
time-use per dwelling. 

FIGURE 42. Line of fit for a regression of time use per dwelling and co-operative size
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31. Pawson et al. (2014).

32. https://www.nds.org.au/news/new-schads-award-rates-released-by-the-fair-work-commission

We calculated the value of time for co-
operative tenant-member’s contribution 
using the wage of a typical CHP worker. This 
value was determined in consultation with the 
steering committee, and was determined as 
being at SCHADS 5.1 level, which adjusted for 
inflation we valued at $41.38 per hour.32 This 
is one legitimate method to value the time 
contribution. 

Other legitimate methods would involve 
calculating the opportunity cost of the co-
operative tenant-member’s time, which may be 
the value of leisure forgone (typically valued 
at 20-40% of the after-tax wage rate), or the 
value of work forgone (100% of the after-tax 
wage rate). The wage rate could be determined 
by the co-operative tenant-member’s actual 
employment conditions or the average, median, 
or minimum wage in the economy. However, 
due to the analogous nature of the work of 
CHP staff and co-operative tenant-members, 
the steering committee recommended the 
method using the value of a typical CHP worker 
who would otherwise be employed to do the 
work of the co-operative tenant-member. 

Given this value of time, we multiplied the time 
use per dwelling for each co-operative activity 
by the value of time and added the CHP cost 
per dwelling and the financial expenditure of 
the co-operatives to obtain the total resource 
cost per dwelling. The results are illustrated in 
Table 18. 

FIGURE 43. Line of fit for a regression of the log of time use per dwelling and the participation rate

Source: project data

TOTAL ANNUALISED 
RESOURCE COST PER 
DWELLING
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Higher total resource costs appear to 
improve tenant-member outcomes.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
We sought to calculate the total resource 
cost of running a rental housing co-operative. 
The “total annualised resource cost” is the 
CHP cost, plus the value of time use in the 
co-operative, plus the financial expenditure 
of the co-operative (excluding building works 
expenditure consistent with the AHURI 
study31). 
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they are co-located, or in metropolitan versus 
regional areas, and the sample size makes it 
impossible for us to control for these factors. 
However, the pattern is consistent with the 
cost-consequences approach underlying this 
project. Namely, more inputs of resources 
produce better outcomes, such as the degree 
to which members are satisfied, feel happy, and 
feel in better health, as well as gain skills and 
social capital. 

Once again, there is wide variation within 
CHPs and clusters. This reflects the diversity of 
the governance and management structures 
between co-operatives within the sector. It 
is also notable that the NSW co-operatives 
have the highest average resource cost per 
dwelling, while CEHL-CERCs have the lowest 
average resource cost per dwelling. We note 
elsewhere in the report that the NSW co-
operatives report better outcomes. This may 
be due to factors such as the degree to which 

TABLE 18. Total annualised resource cost per dwelling

Cluster Co-op no. State
Total resource cost 

per dwelling Average

1 136 VIC 3,071 

6,076 137 VIC 10,044 

156 VIC 5,113 

2 14 NSW 9,560 

9,065

19 NSW 9,754 

22 NSW 5,285*

27 NSW 12,492 

30 NSW 8,234 

3 97 VIC 9,468   
8,610 99 VIC 7,753 

4 47 SA 8,538 

6,518

1 WA 5,179 

4 WA 5,651 

6 WA 9,336

53 VIC 3,888

Source: this report

*Does not include internal co-operative financial expenditure

Consistent also with the regression analysis 
in Total annualised time use per dwelling, 
there is a statistically significant relationship 
between the participation rate and the log 
of the total resource cost at the 5% level. 
Similarly, economies of scale are evident, with 
a statistically significant negative relationship 
(5% level) between the log of resource costs 
and the log of co-operative size. The coefficient 
of –0.24 signifies that a 1% increase in size 
leads to 0.24% fall in total resource costs per 
dwelling, on average. This again shows that 
larger co-operatives have lower total resource 
costs per dwelling. 

We cannot conclude that more responsibility 
for tenancy and property management leads 
to a reduction in the total resource cost as we 
had hypothesised. As noted in the previous 
subsection, this may be due to the lack of data 
points and the presence of outliers in our data, 
such as co-operatives 137 and 27 as indicated 
in Table 18. However, we argue in the following 
subsection that each co-operative is effectively 
an outlier, reflecting the diversity in the sector, 
which we argue has demonstrated value. 
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While there are key differences for some 
co-operatives, and particularly the results for 
the most internally diverse cluster (Cluster 4), 
there are also important similarities between 
these results and those from the time-use 
survey. For example, as with the time-use 
survey, co-operative 137 has a much higher 
time-use than other CERCs, co-operative 27 is 
much higher than other CENSW co-operatives, 
the CMC that was accompanied by a yearly 
calendar continues to show much lower 
average time use compared to other clusters, 
and co-operative 6 is much higher than co-
operative 53. As the calendar was an estimate 
and the time-use constituted the actual 
recording of the time spent on activities, we 
consider the time-use survey to be the more 
accurate indicator of time spent running the 
co-operative. In addition, the calendars did not 

indicate that the 12-week period used for the 
time-use survey was unique compared to the 
rest of the year, so we are confident the time-
use data is accurate.

The differences in time use amongst clusters 
therefore reflects different approaches 
amongst co-operatives, including within 
Clusters. This is further illustrated in Table 
20, which breaks the time use down into the 
seven co-operative activities. For example, co-
operative 27 recorded four people monitoring 
tree-lopping contractors over three days, 
leading to a large amount of time-use on 
property activities. This is legitimate work 
and the four people derive benefits from 
conducting the monitoring work and from 
doing the work as a collective. However, this 
time use is specific to the particular co-
operative in two ways. 

TABLE 19. Total annualised time use per dwelling for specific co-operative activities

Cluster
Co-op  

reference no. State

Time-use 
annualised per 

dwelling
Time-use 
average

Annualised 
calendar 
hours per 
dwelling

Annualised 
calendar 
average

1 136 VIC 27.0

101

23

78137 VIC 201.5 188

156 VIC 74.4 22

2 14 NSW 141.1

127

20

65

19 NSW 147.9 53

22 NSW 45.0 73

27 NSW 198.6 118

30 NSW 103.5 61

3 97 VIC 46.0
27

N/A
36

99 VIC 7.1 36

4 47 SA 137.0

82

30

160

1 WA 49.6 331

4 WA 50.1 185

6 WA 159.4 239

53 VIC 14.7 17

Source: this project

Table highlights co-operatives discussed in the text.

THE VALUE OF DIVERSITY 
AMONGST CO-OPERATIVES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The time use surveys show high diversity 
in terms of the activities that co-operatives 
spend time on, and the amount of time 
spent. 
 
Tenant-member responses about reasons 
for living in co-operatives show that 
housing co-operatives and their diversity 
are highly valued.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Table 18 illustrated the diversity in total 
annualised resource costs within typology 
types. This can be explained through reference 
to the diversity of the AHRC sector. While there 
are different governance, tenancy, and property 
models within the sector, there are also diverse 
approaches within each model. For example, 
as shown in Table 19 and Table 20 below, co-
operatives 27 and 22 have the same operational 
model, but co-operative 27’s time use is more 
than four times the size of co-operative 22. 
It could be argued that the variation within 
each cluster or provider group is due to the 
particular time period that the time-use survey 
was conducted; for example, the time period 
may have coincided with a busy period for 
one co-operative and not another. However, 
we mitigated this risk through calibrating the 
time-use survey where possible with a yearly 
calendar that the co-operatives completed 
before they conducted the time-use survey. 
This is illustrated in Table 19. 
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33.  Revealed and stated preference techniques are used to derive the value of diverse non-market goods and services, such as individual plant and animal species, 
scenery, national parks, libraries, and urban spaces. Revealed preference techniques use actual behaviour, such as the time spent travelling to a national park 
(travel cost method), or defensive expenditures to value clear air. Stated preference techniques, such as contingent valuation and contingent choice methods,  
use surveys and econometric techniques to estimate a WTP for the diversity of species or the survival of individual species.

because it is revealed by market prices.33 In 
co-operative settings, WTP may be indicated 
by time spent participating; however, on the flip 
side, ‘active participation’ is a requirement of 
co-operative membership.

We did not ask tenant-members in the survey 
what they are willing to pay to be in a co-
operative. However, we did ask them whether, 
at the time of joining their co-op: 

1. They wanted to live in a housing co-
operative.

2. They wanted to live in this housing co-
operative.

3. They wanted to live in housing with a 
special purpose (e.g., Aboriginal housing, 
women’s housing, or older persons’ 
housing).

4. It was not important to them whether it was 
a housing co-operative or not.

The majority of responses (72%) listed their 
highest ranking as wanting to live in a, or this 
co-operative. In addition, 79% of respondents 
listed that their top or second top ranking was 
to live in a co-operative, and 73% indicated 
that their top or second top ranking was to live 
in this co-operative. These responses are an 
indicator of preferences. Therefore, from a WTP 
perspective, the majority of survey respondents 
have a preference for, or value, the diversity in 
the social housing sector and diversity in the 
housing co-operative sector. 

social purpose and performs considerable 
work in the community as reflected in 46 hours 
per dwelling spent on “other co-operative 
activities”, which is much larger than other 
co-operatives. Co-operative 137 also has a 
much higher time-use than other Victorian 
CERCs as indicated below. Thus, there are 
too many variations to label these differences 
as outliers. The differences simply reflect the 
high variability in the costs and work of co-
operatives. 

The tenant-member survey data shows that 
there is value to this diversity. In economics, 
value is represented by the willingness to pay 
(WTP) for a commodity, product, or service. 
In most markets, this value is easily calculated 

First, other co-operatives may have no need 
for such work because they may not have 
extensive grounds or be co-located. Second, 
other co-operatives may not gain any benefit 
from the monitoring work, or they may 
allocate the task to one individual. In addition, 
monitoring tree lopping is incomparable to the 
work a CHP may do in the non-co-operative 
social housing sector. Here, tree loppers may be 
trusted to perform tasks with only a final check 
on the work performed. 

Similarly, the higher-than-average time use 
in co-operative 6, which is more than three 
times larger than other co-operatives in 
WA, results from the particular model of the 
co-operative. This co-operative has a strong 

TABLE 20. Total annualised time use per dwelling for specific co-operative activities

Cluster Co-op no. State Ten Prop Memb Gov Fin ITS OCA Total

1 136 VIC 9 5 1 2 7 2 0 27.0

137 VIC 45 45 18 48 38 1 7 201.5

156 VIC 0 9 0 46 13 1 5 74.4

2 14 NSW 42 29 4 35 6 20 4 141.1

19 NSW 22 50 36 24 2 14 0 147.9

22 NSW 3 6 10 8 12 4 3 45.0

27 NSW 5 123 13 9 8 32 8 198.6

30 NSW 4 8 30 15 22 20 3 103.5

3 97 VIC 12 8 7 5 4 4 7 46.0

99 VIC 0 1 1 3 1 0 2 7.1

4 47 SA 0 48 5 45 20 0 20 137.0

1 WA 0 20 0 13 3 1 12 49.6

4 WA 15 6 8 5 9 0 8 50.1

6 WA 12 43 4 29 21 3 46 159.4

53 VIC 0 0 6 6 1 0 1 14.7

Source: this project

Table highlights co-operatives discussed in the text.
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34. Handy and Mook (2011).

35. Leviten-Reid and Campbell (2016).

36.   To align with the Pawson et al. (2014; 2015) framework, we have used the pre-tax wage rate to value the cost of time above. Technically speaking, the appropriate 
opportunity cost for an individual volunteer is the after-tax wage rate (Menchik and Weisbrod, 1987: 161).

a tenant-member gives their time to active 
participation requirements rather than to 
something else they could be doing.36 For 
example, active participation may eat into 
caring responsibilities or paid work time or 
come at another ’cost’ to the tenant-member. 
For some, the ‘cost’ of inequitable participation 
may be stress and burnout. 

With the ‘theory of voluntary labour’ in mind, 
we can see how participation may provide 
tenant-members with benefits – perhaps not 
least, maintaining their own tenancy agreement 
and therefore their housing status, which is 
a critical factor in the context of a deepening 
housing crisis. However, it may also come at a 
cost in the form of an ‘opportunity cost’. The 
economic ‘theory of voluntary labour’ helps 
to understand how costs and benefits are 
weighed up by individuals. The ‘opportunity 
cost’ of ‘voluntary’ labour to tenant-members 
needs to be factored into this alongside 
the substantial private and public benefits 
generated through this participation. We can 
also see how tenant-members weigh these 
costs and benefits when electing whether to 
transition to ‘direct management’, where CHPs 
manage the housing units as in general (not 
co-operative) community housing. 

Any argument for the expansion of the co-
operative sector derives from the costs and 
benefits of housing co-operatives relative 
to other forms of social housing. Given that 
governments make decisions based in part 
on orthodox economic theory, we can use the 
theory of volunteer labour to argue that the 
opportunity cost of the tenant-members’ time 
is less than the private and public benefits 
received from participating in their housing 
co-operative. This means that there is a net 

is that when the ‘work’ of the co-operative is 
not shared equitably, some may be shouldering 
more than is felt to be reasonable. 

Debates about compulsory aspects of co-
operative participation aside, volunteer labour 
has been theorised in cost-benefit analysis and 
economic theory as producing both private 
and public benefits.34 The private consumption 
benefits relate to the “warm glow” effect that 
derives from giving. For example, tenant-
members may receive a private consumption 
benefit from supporting other co-operative 
tenant-members, the co-operative as a whole, 
or the community when the work involves 
community service. The private investment 
benefit derives from the skills obtained and 
subsequent employment, education and health 
benefits that derive from the increase in social 
capital as well as the sense of home, security 
and stability afforded by their housing. As 
revealed throughout the report, human and 
social capital benefits and the sense of home, 
security, and stability are reported by tenant-
members participating in the co-operative 
and they have been reported elsewhere in the 
literature.35

Within the economic theory of voluntary 
labour, there are also public benefits to 
participating in a co-operative. Tenant-
members benefit from the increase in a public 
good that their participation contributes to. 
In the case of co-operatives, the public good 
may include improved social cohesion, stronger 
communities, and the functional provision of 
housing.  

In economics, the theory of volunteer labour 
acknowledges the costs of volunteering to 
the individual, as an ‘opportunity cost’ where 

THE THEORY OF VOLUNTARY 
AND AGREED LABOUR 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The contribution of tenant-members’ time 
generates individual (private) and social 
(public) value. 
 
The sector grapples with the fact that 
participation can become complicated 
when it is mandated

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
Tenant-members’ preference for living in “a” or 
“this” co-operative may translate into different 
forms of work within the co-operative, due to 
various requirements for active participation 
across co-operatives. Arguably, the work within 
co-operatives is akin to volunteer labour, with 
tenant-members receiving no direct monetary 
compensation for that work. However, the 
extent to which this work is truly ‘voluntary’ 
is contested, due to implicit and explicit 
expectations and requirements around active 
‘participation’ across co-operatives; in broad 
terms, participation is a condition of being a 
tenant-member. 

The nature and language of participation across 
the sector is complex not only because there 
is no uniformity of participation requirements, 
but also because there is a range of views 
about consequences for those who do not 
comply with participation requirements. There 
may be good reasons for not participating, 
such as illness, paid work commitments, caring 
responsibilities, etc. There are also various 
views expressed through our interviews on the 
effectiveness of ‘carrot’ vs ‘stick’ approaches for 
those who are not participating. What is clear 
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37.  Pawson et al (2014; 2015). 

38. Ostrom (1990).

39. Ostrom (1990, p. 90).

40. Ostrom (1993, p. 198).

41.   Ostrom (1990, p. 90).

42. Ostrom (1990, p. 198).

43. Ostrom (1990, p. 90).

rules”.41 It may be the case that new tenant-
members feel that the rules that affect 
them have not been written by them, which 
may lead to non-participation. In essence, a 
tenant-member’s benefits from participation 
are reduced or costs are increased when they 
are mandated to participate by rules written 
by someone else. This suggests that the co-
operative sector could consider reviewing rules 
when new tenant-members join a co-operative, 
perhaps after an initial pilot period. However, 
as rule changing is costly,42 a more important 
activity is to on-board new members, which 
is revealed below as a driver of participation. 
Successful onboarding should lead to new 
members owning the rules of the co-operative 
and consequently participating more. 

Finally, Ostrom’s principle 2 suggests that 
rules need to be adjusted to local conditions 
and principle 7 is stated as: “The rights of 
appropriators to devise their own institutions 
are not challenged by external government 
authorities”.43 Thus, any general rules that 
apply to all co-operatives can affect the 
benefits and costs of being required to provide 
labour to the co-operative. The benefits of co-
operatives and the connections of benefits to 
resource inputs are therefore introduced below 
and explored further in the rest of this report. 

of work is always taken into account as a cost 
and the benefit includes values related to 
contributing to a common cause. Thus, if seen 
as rational economic agents, tenant-members 
participate if the private benefits outweigh the 
private costs, and the mandatory requirement 
will change the benefits and costs. Indeed, for 
some people, it could lower the benefits and 
increase the costs. 

However, when labour is mandatory and 
unspecified, it may be more appropriate to 
analyse the work of co-operatives using Nobel 
Prize winning economists Eleanor Ostrom’s 
work on common-pool resources. Ostrom 
analysed commons that had been successfully 
organised for hundreds of years including up to 
the present day and developed eight principles 
for successful commons.38 The most relevant 
to the theory of voluntary labour is principle 2, 
which states that there is “congruence between 
appropriation and provision rules and local 
conditions”.39 This rule was later clarified as 
“proportional equivalence between benefits 
and costs”, which suggests that those who put 
in the most labour, materials, or funds should 
get the most benefits from the common.40 
Clearly, this rule is equivalent to the theory of 
voluntary labour when applied to structured 
commons or co-operatives with a formal or 
informal set of rules. 

Of course, the principle does not work in 
isolation. The eight principles work together 
to produce functioning commons. In relation 
to the discord mentioned above, principle 
3 is critical. Principle 3 states that “most 
individuals affected by the operational rules 
can participate in modifying the operational 

positive benefit to the individuals in housing 
co-operatives compared to other forms of 
social housing. Therefore, only the resources 
used in the running of the CHPs need to be 
considered when making comparisons across 
the social housing sector on the basis of costs 
and benefits. On average, and despite the 
small scale of the CHPs in the co-operative 
sector, the CHP costs are roughly equivalent 
to the CHPs in the non-co-operative sector in 
the AHURI study.37 

There are variations across the typology as we 
have seen, but it is clear that in our providers, 
direct managed housing and the CMC models 
are more expensive for the CHPs to provide 
per dwelling. In addition, given (1) volunteering 
also provides public goods from the increase 
in human and social capital, and (2) there 
are tenant-members who actively prefer the 
co-operative sector and value its diversity, it 
should be the case that housing co-operatives 
provide additional net benefits to society, 
over and above other forms of social housing. 

The benefits of co-operatives and the 
connections of benefits and resource inputs 
are therefore introduced below and explored 
further in the rest of this report. The above 
theory of voluntary labour discounts the fact 
that participation is mandatory in housing 
co-operatives. While no actual levels of 
participation are specified, members sign on 
to be “active participants”. The interviews we 
conducted did reveal some discord around the 
sharing of work, particularly with regard to 
new member’s contributions. The above theory 
can still be applied in such cases of mandatory 
but unspecified labour, because the disutility 



westernsydney.edu.au

THE VALUE OF HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES IN AUSTRALIA

79

This uneven distribution limits our ability to 
analyse the relationship between inputs and 
outputs. For example, if the 16 members in the 
one co-operative were less satisfied than the 
other 42 members in other co-operatives, we 
would expect to see a relationship between 
time use inputs and satisfaction, because 
this co-operative also had low time-use per 
dwelling. Yet the relationship may simply be 
the result of specific arrangements in that one 
co-operative. In addition, the total number of 
58 responses is a low number of data points 
for analysing statistical relationships. In terms 
of the analyses of the participation rate and 
its relationship to output variables, there were 

TABLE 21. The distribution of member survey completions across time-use co-operatives

Co-op no. State Time-use annualised per dwelling No. of member surveys

99 VIC 7.1 2

53 VIC 14.7 16

136 VIC 27 8

22 NSW 45 4

97 VIC 46 0

1 WA 49.6 0

4 WA 50.1 9

156 VIC 74.4 4

30 NSW 103.5 2

47 SA 137 3

14 NSW 141.1 2

19 NSW 147.9 1

6 WA 159.4 0

27 NSW 198.6 3

137 VIC 201.5 4

Total     58

Source: this project

LINKING RESOURCE INPUTS 
TO OUTCOMES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The amount of tenant-member 
participation per dwelling and the evenness 
of participation are both statistically related 
to skills development. 
 
The evenness of tenant-members’ 
participation improves health and 
education outcomes.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
The cost consequences approach links inputs, 
such as CHP management activities and the 
time contribution of tenant-members, to 
outputs such as skills, education, employment, 
health, wellbeing, satisfaction, and social 
capital. While much of this report focuses 
specifically on the output variables (such as 
housing outcomes, social capital, employment 
outcomes, etc.) and the drivers of those 
(such as participation), we also attempted to 
analyse the relationships between time use 
per dwelling, the participation rate, the total 
resource cost per dwelling, and the output 
variables. This involved using the member 
survey responses from tenant-members in the 
co-operatives that completed the time-use 
survey. 

As can be seen in Table 21, of the 15 co-
operatives that completed the time-use 
survey, three had no members complete the 
tenant-member survey. One co-operative 
had 16 of their tenant-members complete the 
tenant-member survey and another two co-
operatives had nine and eight tenant-members 
complete the tenant-member survey. The rest 
had between one and four tenant-members 
complete the tenant-member survey. 

82 responses, with a number of co-operatives 
completing the co-operative survey but not the 
time-use survey. 

With these qualifications in mind, we 
firstly note that the participation rate (i.e., 
the proportion of tenant-members who 
participate) is positively correlated with 
total co-operative hours per dwelling, with 
a correlation coefficient of 0.610 at the 1% 
significance level. This supports the relationship 
displayed in Figure 43 above, which showed 
that increased evenness of participation 
correlated with increased time use per 
dwelling.
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CONCLUSION
This chapter has examined the hypothesis 
that housing co-operatives are better value for 
money than other social housing models. This 
is largely supported by the research because, 
although the costs across the sector vary 
widely due to the diversity of the sector, costs 
in the housing co-operative sector are on par 
with other forms of social housing but support 
additional benefits compared to that other 
housing. The remainder of the report examines 
these benefits and their drivers in greater 
depth.

This chapter also explored the hypothesis that 
greater co-operative responsibility for tenancy 
and property management lowers CHP costs. 
The hypothesis is broadly supported, but with 
diversity evident within the sector. Again, there 
are additional benefits that correlate with 
tenant-members’ participation. We consider 
participation to be part of a broader orientation 
to “co-operativism”, which is also signified 
by a tenant-member’s active desire to join a 
co-operative, or their specific co-operative, as 
introduced in this chapter. The next chapter 
examines co-operativism, participation, and 
their outcomes in more detail. 

Similarly, we question the statistically 
significant negative relationship between 
time-use per dwelling and the tenant-member 
survey questions related to their satisfaction 
with their co-operative’s performance in 
tenancy and membership activities. This could 
indicate that time is being used inefficiently in 
some co-operatives, which leads to tenant-
members being less satisfied with their co-
operative’s performance. However, it could also 
be driven by the outcomes in the largest three 
co-operatives represented in the data. 

Similarly, we were unable to determine from 
the data whether there is a relationship 
between the total resource cost and the 
outcome variables. As above, we question the 
result that the feeling of home is negatively 
related to total resource cost per dwelling. 

The participation rate is a measure of co-
operativeness and should vary positively 
with outcomes. Indeed, we found that the 
participation rate varies positively with 
the skills developed by tenant-members, 
with a correlation coefficient of 0.227 at the 
5% significance level. This could suggest 
that people gain more skills when working 
together or in a co-operative manner. 

The participation rate is not significantly 
related to social capital, employment, health, 
happiness, or feelings of home in the data 
available. However, the participation rate is 
positively related to education outcomes (at 
the 5% significance level) in a regression which 
controls for age and health. The participation 
rate is also positively related to general health 
in a regression that controls for age and mental 
health. These results suggest that in the data 
set available, co-operativism is correlated with 
better education and health outcomes.

Similarly, the participation rate and co-
operative size are negatively related (-0.455 
at 1%), which is supportive of Figure 42 and 
Figure 43. This means that work is done by a 
smaller proportion of tenant-members in larger 
co-operatives. In addition, we note that the 
co-operative time use per dwelling variable is 
positively correlated with the tenant-member 
survey variable “participation – frequency”, 
with a correlation coefficient of 0.581 at the 
1% significance level. This suggests that the 
data in the time use survey is consistent with 
the subjective participation responses in the 
tenant-member survey. It is also important to 
keep in mind for the remainder of the report, 
as participation is correlated with a range of 
beneficial outcomes for tenant-members.

Regarding the outcome variables, there is a 
positive and significant relationship between 
time-use per dwelling and skill development 
(0.309 at 5%). While this supports the results of 
the member survey (as discussed in Chapter 7. 
Participation), we note that skills are the result 
of the work of the tenant-members themselves, 
not the time-use of the co-operative more 
generally. However, the result suggests that the 
contributors to the work of the co-operative 
in the time use survey also completed the 
tenant-member survey and that participation 
in the work of the co-operative increases skill 
development. 

Skills are an important variable, as there is 
a statistical relationship between skills and 
education and employment outcomes in 
the tenant-member survey. However, there 
is no direct relationship between the co-
operative time use per dwelling and education, 
employment, health, satisfaction, or well-
being. This is to be expected with such a small 
number of observations and a skew in the data 
towards three co-operatives who collectively 
make up more than half the sample. 
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44. International Cooperative Alliance (2018).

additional concerns such as environmental 
issues. Tenant-members join their co-
operatives with varying levels of awareness of, 
or commitment to, the co-operative principles 
and/or the co-op’s additional purpose, if the 
co-operative has one. Overall, we identify that 
commitment to the co-operative principles, 
a related suite of tenant-members’ senses 
of themselves as co-operators, and their 
ability to enact the co-operative principles 
as “co-operativism”. Practically, we saw this 
in tenant-members’ desire to join their co-
operative, their participation in training, their 
sense of the importance of the co-operative 
principles, and their participation in their co-
operative. Co-operativism is therefore both an 
orientation and a suite of practices that can 
vary according to how each co-operative wants 
to enact its principles.

INTRODUCTION
Co-operatives are based on the values of self-
help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, 
equity, and solidarity. In the tradition of their 
founders, co-operative members believe in 
the ethical values of honesty, openness, social 
responsibility and caring for others.44

Housing co-operatives as an organisational 
form, are uniquely defined by their requirement 
for active member participation, their 
commitment to the values set out in the 
quote above, and the seven co-operative 
principles. Informed by the seven co-operative 
principles and as purpose-led organisations, 
all ARHCs have the core purpose of providing 
stable and affordable housing to people on 
low to moderate incomes. Some also have 
an additional purpose, such as housing a 
particular sociocultural group or addressing 

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Co-operativism refers to tenant-members’ 
commitment to the seven co-operative 
principles, their active desire to join a 
co-operative, and the extent of their 
subsequent and ongoing participation in 
their co-operative. 
 
Co-operativism correlates with a 
range of positive outcomes, including 
satisfaction with housing, stronger senses 
of community and mutuality, and skills 
development. Figure 44 shows the extent 
of its significance.

CHAPTER 6. 
EMPOWERMENT AND 
AGENCY: THE IMPORTANCE 
OF CO-OPERATIVISM
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FIGURE 44. The importance of co-operativism
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This is an important finding due to the 
broad suite of benefits found to be driven by 
participation, which are discussed further under 
Chapter 7. Participation. This finding makes 
a direct connection between the different 
elements of co-operativism, particularly 
the active desire to join a co-operative and 
participation, which in turn translates into 
positive outcomes for tenant-members. This 
connection holds regardless of factors such 
as whether the co-operative has an additional 
purpose, its spatial layout, or location.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES 
Research participants often spoke of being part 
of a co-operative sector or movement, and to 
the relevance of the co-operative principles. In 
such responses, participants made connections 
between being part of the co-operative sector 
and shared goals, empowerment, agency, 
reciprocity, and community. The outcomes of 
these connections extend beyond individual 
or family outcomes regarding their housing, 
employment, education, skills, or wellbeing. 
Other aspects regarding respondents’ senses 
of the broader social or political implications of 
co-operativism are discussed under Broader 
political, social or environmental objectives.

CO-OPERATIVISM IN THE 
WORDS OF RESEARCH 
PARTICIPANTS
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

 ≥ Actively wanting to join a housing co-
operative correlates with higher rates of 
participation.

 ≥ Co-operativism is characterised by 
mutuality, care, community, and capacity 
development.

 ≥ Co-operativism also includes participants’ 
sense of the overall position and impacts 
of being part of a co-operative and part of 
the sector.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Co-operativism can be seen in a tenant-
member’s stated desire to join a housing 
co-operative generally, or to join a specific 
co-operative because of its additional purpose. 
We therefore asked participants why they live 
in their housing co-operative and analysed their 
reported outcomes against those answers. 

First, we analysed connections between 
the reasons that respondents live in their 
co-operative and their level of participation 
in their co-operative. We found that tenant-
members who wanted to join their particular 
co-operative, or to join a co-operative more 
generally, showed statistically higher levels of 
participation than respondents who did not 
have a preference for living in a co-operative. 

In this section, we explore the role of co-
operativism in shaping the outcomes that 
were captured in the survey and interviews. 
We start by explaining and documenting how 
tenant-members discuss co-operativism. 
We demonstrate the ways in which tenant-
members’ co-operativism drives a range 
of outcomes. We then focus on voice, 
empowerment, and agency outcomes, before 
turning to the seven co-operative principles. 

Participation is a core requirement of co-
operative membership and is central to how 
each co-operative functions, and is therefore 
a central component of co-operativism, as it 
reflects how co-operatives put their principles 
into practice. Consequently, the extent and 
frequency of housing co-operative tenant-
members’ participation is a fundamental 
driver of many outcomes and was the most 
substantially discussed issue amongst research 
participants. We therefore dedicate Chapter 7 
to participation due to the scale of its role, but 
with the understanding it is a key component 
of the broader idea of co-operativism that we 
discuss here. 
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The survey asked participants about their 
sense of the importance of the co-operative 
principles when they joined the co-operative 
and now, and also if they had previously been 
aware of the principles, as shown earlier in 
Figure 32 and Figure 33. Further, Table 25 in 
Appendix 2 examines the correlation between 
interest in the co-operative principles and rates 
of participation. This data establishes a baseline 
from which we can analyse any correlations 
with other survey responses, to look for any 
patterning of outcomes according to the sense 
of the importance of the principles, or the 
change in this over time. We found that: 

 ≥ Co-operative members who report strong 
commitment to the co-operative principles, 
reported better health and wellbeing 
outcomes (see further explanation in 
Health, happiness, and wellbeing). 

 ≥ Tenant-members’ sense of the importance 
of some of the principles were weakly 
correlated with the extent and frequency of 
their participation.

Significantly, most members reported that 
the co-operative principles had become more 
important to them over time, as shown earlier 
in Table 11. The two principles of autonomy 
and independence, and democratic member 
control, were either very or extremely 
important to more than 80% of respondents. 
Concern for community, and voluntary and 
open membership, were both rated as very 
or extremely important by more than 75% of 
respondents.

The qualitative data shows that having 
shared values and enacting the co-operative 
principles lead to voice, empowerment, and 
agency outcomes that are highly valued. 
Below, we consider each of the international 
co-operative principles in turn, reporting some 
of the ways that these were experienced 
within co-operatives and identifying some 
of the key barriers and opportunities to their 
achievement.

Within the broader umbrella of co-operativism, 
issues of agency and the significance of the 
co-operative principles were recurrent themes. 
These are explored further below.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 
CO-OPERATIVE PRINCIPLES

...you are part of a worldwide 
movement, for which the 
International Co-op Principles are a 
common guiding light [SURVEY 199].

It always helps when you’ve got 
a leader who’s clear and has a 
clear vision. […] you’ve got to have 
positive, constructive leadership 
where you’re able to empower 
members to come along with you 
rather than a leadership style, which 
is pushing people into something 
or not consultative. So, all these 
principles, it has to be guided by 
these principles. And if you put 
the principles in place and you’re 
guided by the principles, it works. 
That can work. But there has to be 
a commitment to those principles 
[INTERVIEW 11].

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
As flagged above in Typology of ARHC 
regulation and governance, the International 
Co-operative Alliance has established seven 
co-operative principles that are guidelines 
by which co-operatives put their values into 
practice. Analysis of survey and interview data 
about the importance of the co-operative 
principles provides insight into the internal 
organisation of co-operatives, as well as the 
position of co-operatives in relation to one 
another and the broader social housing sector 
in Australia. 

Responses that spoke to the idea of co-
operativism highlight its multi-faceted nature 
and the interconnections between community, 
mutuality, care, life outcomes, capacity 
building, and self-development. For example:

Living in a co-op is proactive, you 
are required to live and work with 
different people with views that 
may differ from yours. To create 
harmony in your home is very 
important for the group that makes 
up the co-operative. Definitely a 
work in constant process, growth 
and self-realisation [SURVEY 31].

Any chance of working with people 
towards the same goal has always 
provided me with opportunities 
to learn about myself and others. 
Housing co-ops, for me, provide 
the enormous reward of secure and 
affordable housing, which can’t 
be overstated, and is priceless, in 
exchange for commitment to the 
co-op and its members – a fair 
exchange I reckon [SURVEY 76].

Interconnections between the individual 
tenant-member, their own immediate co-
operative community, and being part of a 
broader co-operative movement, for future 
generations as well, was also a strong theme 
within survey and interview responses. For 
example:

The security is far superior. 
Knowing your situation can change 
and your rent will adjust. And that 
when you are paying market rent it’s 
going toward the health of the co-op 
and the sector [SURVEY 48].
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45.  The definition of each principle is sourced from the International Co-operative Alliance (2018).

The perceived increase in tenant-members 
who are not aware of the shared values and 
principles of housing co-operatives—and by 
extension do not necessarily participate in 
the governance and management of the co-
operative—can generate inequity and wellbeing 
impacts for tenant-members, as well as 
creating issues for the viability and functionality 
of the co-operative. Overall, tenant-member 
selection is a critical point in ensuring the 
co-operativism that underpins co-operative 
functionality. However, the principle of 
voluntary and open membership is challenged 
by the requirement to draw applicants from 
state-wide housing registers. As later sections 
go on to explore, several participants referred 
to the difficulty of managing situations in which 
tenant-members were not contributing, and 
the possible tensions between the community 
housing priorities of providing stable housing 
and the requirement of co-operatives to have 
a functional governance and participation 
base. This raises challenges not only regarding 
co-operative functionality but also individuals’ 
beneficial housing outcomes, as participation is 
so central in driving those.

The need and considerations for processes to 
manage such situations is discussed further 
in Chapter 13. Recommendations for thriving 
co-operatives. 

In the past, co-operatives had the ability 
to select tenant-members who were “able 
to use their services and willing to accept 
the responsibilities of membership” from 
across a range of incomes and household 
configurations. Community housing regulation 
has impacted this, as the persistent and 
increasing demand for stable and affordable 
housing means that individuals’ reasons for 
joining a co-operative may be driven more by 
housing insecurity than a desire, willingness, 
or capacity to contribute to the co-operative – 
that is, co-operativism. Reflecting this, 
numerous survey participants and interviewees 
referred to the increasing process of tenant-
members being selected from centralised 
community housing waiting lists and/or 
pre-screened by CHPs. Respondents reported 
that this practice was generating problems in 
terms of the extent of new tenant-members’ 
awareness of or commitment to the co-
operative principles and overall co-operativism.

[…] when we have vacancies, [the 
CHP] sends us a vacancy list. And 
they say, ‘There’s 30 people on this 
list, so ring and make appointments 
for interviews.’ I dread ringing 
because people get abusive, ‘Who 
the so and so are you? Co-operative 
Housing? What’s that? We applied 
at [the state-wide system], we 
applied for [state housing].’ So you 
get abused because you ring up and 
you offer them an interview for a 
vacancy, and they don’t want it... 
[INTERVIEW 18]

PRINCIPLE 1. VOLUNTARY  
AND OPEN MEMBERSHIP

Co-operatives are voluntary organisations, 
open to all persons able to use their 
services and willing to accept the 
responsibilities of membership, without 
gender, social, racial, political, or religious 
discrimination.45

Principle 1 relates to the issue of how tenant-
members are selected, highlighting the 
centrality of co-operatives needing to have 
autonomy in this regard. Historically, housing 
co-operatives were constituted independently 
of CHPs or of social housing legislation 
generally, and so had greater control over the 
selection, training, and on-boarding of new 
tenant-members. That ensured, to as great an 
extent as possible, that new tenant-members 
were aware of their responsibilities and able to 
meet them. Many tenant-members feel that as 
co-operatives have become more embedded 
within community housing policy frameworks, 
their ability to apply this principle has become 
curtailed. As will be seen throughout this 
report, tenant-members report that reduced 
autonomy over member selection has 
consequences for member participation in the 
co-operative. Because tenant-members’ levels 
of participation are statistically correlated 
with a range of beneficial outcomes, the 
consequences of reduced autonomy have 
consequences for individuals as well as the 
co-operative.
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PRINCIPLE 3. MEMBER ECONOMIC 
PARTICIPATION

Members contribute equitably to, and  
democratically control, the capital of their 
co-operative. At least part of that capital 
is usually the common property of the co-
operative. Members usually receive limited 
compensation, if any, on capital subscribed 
as a condition of membership. Members 
allocate surpluses for any or all of the 
following purposes: developing their co-
operative, possibly by setting up reserves, 
part of which at least would be indivisible; 
benefiting members in proportion to their 
transactions with the co-operative; and 
supporting other activities approved by the 
membership.

How the financial capital of the co-operative 
is invested and allocated varies across 
co-operatives. Within our data, there are 
examples of co-operatives that have small 
surpluses and others that have relatively larger 
surpluses. There are examples of instances 
where co-operatives have been able to develop 
or expand their own housing successfully 
and democratically. At the same time, some 
members reported that their co-operative 
is not able to invest in new infrastructure 
or technologies (e.g., solar panels) because 
of financial constraints or other challenges. 
Additionally, some tenant-members reported 
that they do not have the finances to maintain 
or improve their properties. For example:

 [...] lack of money flow for 
maintenance on home repairs 
[SURVEY 216]

[A challenge in my co-op is] Having 
enough finance to operate  
[SURVEY 219]

[...] there are always issues with 
being financially able to keep 
properties in good order [SURVEY 237]

of participation were in their co-operative 
affected their experience of participation and 
correlated to several outcomes. Equitable 
participation was a widespread challenge 
amongst survey and interview responses. 

Our focus in this report is on equitable 
participation, rather than equal participation. 
This is because tenant-members often referred 
to instances in which tenant-members might 
not be able to participate as much, and noted 
that capacity to participate often changed over 
time. Their focus was more on an overall sense 
of whether the levels of participation were fair, 
manageable, and sustainable.

Barriers to equitable participation include: 
ageing; inadequate succession planning; 
engaging younger tenant-members; meeting 
the skills and capabilities required to run a 
co-operative; exclusion by dominant tenant-
members; and, tenant-members who do not 
wish to participate at all.

Equitable participation is supported through: 
rotating roles; making participation enjoyable; 
support from other members and the CHP; 
increased flexibility and modes of participation; 
valuing tenant-members’ different 
interests, skills and capacities; incentivising 
meeting attendance; being able to regulate 
participation; recognising the work people put 
in; leave provisions; open, clear and respectful 
communication; clear processes and rules; and, 
managing interpersonal conflict. See Chapter 
7. Participation for more details and tenant-
members’ views on these.

PRINCIPLE 2. DEMOCRATIC MEMBER 
CONTROL AND THE ROLE OF 
PARTICIPATION

Co-operatives are democratic organisations 
controlled by their members, who actively 
participate in setting their policies and 
making decisions. Men and women 
serving as elected representatives are 
accountable to the membership. In primary 
co-operatives members have equal 
voting rights (one member, one vote) 
and co-operatives at other levels are also 
organised in a democratic manner.

This principle establishes the requirement 
that co-operatives are accountable to their 
members and are democratic organisations 
in which members actively participate. 
Participants raised many concerns about 
how this principle is enacted and enabled, as 
well as issues that arise when participation 
is inequitable or undermined. As mentioned, 
due to the significance and breadth of those 
issues and the central role of participation in 
defining co-operatives and driving housing 
outcomes, we have provided a focused section 
on this issue; see Chapter 7. Participation. This 
current section provides a summary of those 
key issues.

Statistically, tenant-members who actively 
sought to live in a co-operative are more 
likely to participate. In turn, tenant-members 
who participate are more likely to experience 
a range of beneficial outcomes. Tenant-
members’ sense of how equitable the rates 
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think there’s a real strength to us 
learning it and us understanding 
the processes. Also, we’re acting 
in the interests of the co-op, as a 
collective, as well which I think is a 
good thing...

...but just to really reiterate how 
life changing being in a co-op and 
having secure housing where you 
have a sense of autonomy and 
ownership over it because social 
housing is secure, and it’s more 
affordable, but there is also this 
sense of being still beholden to 
the [government housing agency] 
to do your maintenance work, 
that you don’t have the control. I 
think the combination of security, 
affordability, and also input, is 
so good. It might not be suited to 
everyone, I understand that some 
tenants – the responsibility of 
running tenancy and maintenance 
and finance is not something that 
they would want, or are capable of, 
but for a lot of people it is, especially 
if they’re well supported to do it. I 
think that’s the other thing too, you 
can’t just handover responsibility 
and be like, “There, now you run 
the co-op,” it does really have to 
be supported. But honestly, I just 
think my quality of life is so vastly 
improved because of it. [INTERVIEW 10]

 ≥ Clearer expectations, transparency, and 
communication from the community 
housing provider may help support 
a greater sense of autonomy and 
independence. 

Several of the survey questions explored 
participants’ sense of agency (see the Technical 
Report hypothesis 9). The three most relevant 
issues that were used for analysis were 
“Influence over what my co-op is like”, “Have 
a say on issues that are important to me”, and 
“Work collectively with others to shape the 
sector”.

Independence and autonomy are highly 
valued by many tenant-members and were 
an important focus of interviews. For this 
tenant-member, maintaining responsibility for 
all the activities their co-operative currently 
undertakes is important for achieving the 
best possible outcomes, including quality of 
life. Being supported by the CHP and by the 
broader regulatory system and policies to 
undertake co-operative activities was also 
seen as vital.

It feels like there’s been a move 
over the years, even before I 
joined the co-op, to have more 
managed co-ops where members 
have less involvement. I can see 
the temptation; finance is really 
hard and in some ways, it would 
be really great just to handover 
to [housing provider] to – like 
takeover calculating rents and that 
sort of thing. But as hard as it can 
be to fulfill those responsibilities 
sometimes with the other 
responsibilities that I have in life I 

Managing economic capital and maintaining 
properties was seen by some as requiring a 
great deal of knowledge and skill.

[...] Many co-ops do not have the 
finances or knowledge to maintain 
acceptable standards. [SURVEY 168]

Lastly, the sharing of the co-operative’s 
rental income and/or surplus with their CHP 
was discussed by some participants. Some 
flagged frustration at not receiving what 
they felt was an adequate level of service 
provision for the rental income that was 
paid to the CHPs as their service provider. 
Others flagged frustration at their CHP not 
enabling or advocating for the installation of 
environmentally oriented features such as solar 
panels. 

PRINCIPLE 4. AUTONOMY AND 
INDEPENDENCE

Co-operatives are autonomous, self-help 
organisations controlled by their members. 
If they enter into agreements with other 
organisations, including governments, or 
raise capital from external sources, they do 
so on terms that ensure democratic control 
by their members and maintain their co-
operative autonomy.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 ≥ Independence and autonomy are valued by 
tenant-members across the board. 

 ≥ The qualitative data frequently refers to 
relationships with the peak; some co-
operatives feel like they are losing their 
autonomy and independence to their 
community housing providers. 

 ≥ Respondents also referred to government 
policy that has seen the growing regulation 
of co-operatives, and is seen to impact on 
their autonomy. 
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I know that the current board 
are feeling really burnt out and 
stressed. And we’re just about to 
embark on a process actually of 
looking at our future direction 
and trying to assess how much 
responsibility we want to take on, 
how much autonomy do we want, 
but how much responsibility are we 
willing to take on to continue? And 
also there is there is a sense that we 
want to grow as well. […] I think also 
small isn’t necessarily a bad thing, 
but we could definitely be double 
our size and that would not be an 
issue. So how can we? I don’t quite 
know what the balance is going to 
be going forward. I think it’s how do 
we sustain – how we maintain that 
autonomy and voice, but maintain 
the capacity to continue to govern 
when we have – and how can we 
support members and how can we 
create structure around members’ 
participation so to help make it 
easier to facilitate that governance? 
So, I think that more structure is 
required – somehow. I’m not quite 
sure how we put that in place, and 
maybe more support is required. 
[…] But I’m hoping that we can 
somehow continue to maintain a 
degree of autonomy and decision-
making agency [INTERVIEW 11].

a greater diversity and for co-ops 
to put their hand up and say, well, 
we’d like to be this one and not that 
one. And to have more say over how 
much work they’re doing and what 
forms of work they’re doing. So, it 
is definitely a live and widespread 
issue in the sector [INTERVIEW 1].

We’re [directly managed]. [The 
CHP] manages all the rents and 
the maintenance. But, as a co-op, 
we make our own decisions about 
what we want for the co-op. That’s 
why we have general meetings. […] 
We do have say in how we run our 
community. We don’t have a say 
about how much rent we pay, but 
that’s what our community is like 
[INTERVIEW 13].

Some co-operatives have been able to grow 
and increase their housing stock, both in 
partnership with a CHP and independently, 
and undertaking development according to 
their co-op’s objectives. It was also seen that 
with greater autonomy and independence 
comes more responsibility. Burnout and stress 
were raised as clear issues in the interviews 
and survey, and for some this was triggering 
consideration of how much responsibility the 
co-operative wanted. For example:

As explained in Chapter 13. Recommendations 
for thriving co-operatives, co-operatives have 
autonomy regarding some matters, and not 
others, and this varies between co-operative 
types. Autonomy does not have to mean that 
the co-operative does everything. It can mean 
making decisions about which aspects of 
work the co-operative focuses on, while other 
aspects are delegated to the CHP or another 
entity, such as a contractor or paid staff 
member. 

I don’t know if you’re familiar with 
the [name of state removed] co-op 
sector at all. But they’ve got two 
models of co-ops there. One that 
functions pretty much the way the 
[state] ones do, where they have 
responsibility for the responsive 
repairs and maintenance and 
pretty much all aspects of the 
tenancy management. And then 
they’ve got another model where 
[name of provider removed], 
which is their equivalent of [name 
of provider removed], it does 
substantial components of that 
work. And they’re more sort of 
directly managed, but there’s still 
a co-op. And so those ones, in some 
of them, the social elements of the 
co-op have been able to come to the 
fore because they’re not spending 
as much time on the managerial 
work. And yeah, so I think there’s 
discussion around, well, do all co-
ops need to be the same model? Or 
is there an argument for allowing 
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Respondents also referred to social housing 
policy that has seen the regulation of co-
operatives, and this is seen to impact on 
their autonomy. As discussed earlier, tenant-
members reported that they are frustrated 
about their lack of choice in selecting new 
members due to a new state policy framework 
where tenants are now selected from a 
centralised waitlist.

I really believed in the co-op 
model... but the undermining of 
govt support and the lack of legal 
frame works to make independent 
decisions on who is a member or not, 
have diluted any independence we 
had [SURVEY 52].

The Ministry rules. We are not 
as autonomous as we used to be 
[SURVEY 70].

Being tied to the [the state register] 
affects ability to choose members. 
Being tied up in bureaucracy [SURVEY 

246].

broader housing program. This 
trend presents a major challenge for 
my co-op [SURVEY 36].

Another elaborates further:

It’s changed over time and it’s felt 
really frustrating, in that we don’t 
have autonomy to – in that the 
loudest, most charismatic voice 
wins, we have a properties and 
service agreement with [housing 
provider]. And they now take over 
some of our maintenance. So, we 
don’t have autonomy in a lot of 
ways to decide what we do with 
our maintenance. They also are in 
charge of sending us people when 
we have membership vacancies and 
there’s a lot of tension between our 
membership officer and [housing 
provider], who we keep asking them 
to vet them before they send them 
to us. So many of them have not one 
idea what a co-op is. That sort of 
thing. Or are not eligible. So, there’s 
those sorts of frustrations where 
we don’t have the autonomy we 
used to have […] So that’s just sort of 
frustration that we live with, in that 
there’s a different organisation with 
a different set of priorities actually 
really in charge of our housing now. 
So, we don’t actually own our houses 
now. They own our houses and we’re 
just their tenants. Even though we 
do all the other work still. So that’s 
very frustrating [INTERVIEW 8].

The only thing that we’ve been able 
to do to help reduce that [burnout] 
is hand a lot of the administration 
work back to [the CHP]. So, they 
handle our rent arrears and they 
do our books, which has made it 
easier because there’s not that 
great big stress of having to do the 
books. But there’s still stress as the 
treasurer. […] it’s working well with 
them, except that [the CHP] […] 
they’re never proactive, they’re only 
reactive. And that’s with everything. 
We don’t see them ever being 
proactive, and that pisses the hell off 
everybody. You know, they’re never 
proactive. I think it’s changing now 
and we’re starting to see them being 
a little bit more proactive, but we 
still have this very reactive, “no, you 
can’t, you’re not going to get that,” 
situation [INTERVIEW 15].

Some tenant-members report that the 
involvement and responsibility of the CHP 
has increased over time, resulting in reduced 
autonomy and independence for the co-
operative and its tenant-members. For 
example:

Over the past 20 or so years, my co-
op has lost much of its independence 
and autonomy to make decisions 
and operate day to day according 
to our own policies and needs. At 
the same time the housing provider 
has become more involved in the 
way we run. This has reduced 
the relevance of the guiding co-
operative principles within the 
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PRINCIPLE 5. EDUCATION, TRAINING, 
AND INFORMATION

Co-operatives provide education and 
training for their members, elected 
representatives, managers, and employees 
so they can contribute effectively to the 
development of their co-operatives. They 
inform the general public - particularly 
young people and opinion leaders - about 
the nature and benefits of co-operation.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
 ≥ Appropriate information sessions for 
prospective tenant-members are highly 
valued.

 ≥ Tenant-members who are trained at entry 
participate more, especially if both the co-
operative and the CHP (where relevant) 
provided training.

 ≥ Training in the day-to-day running of the 
co-operative is needed and valued, but 
variable.

 ≥ Induction and mentoring programs are 
valued.

 ≥ Conflict resolution and mediation may be 
important.

 ≥ Communication is important and a training 
need.

Statistically, if tenant-members were trained, 
they participate more. This is especially true 
if both their co-operative and the CHP were 
involved in training (see Table 26). Given the 
relationships between participation and a range 
of other benefits as discussed in Chapter 7. 
Participation, appropriate training is highly 
important.

In interviews and open responses in surveys, 
some tenant-members reported that new 
tenants do not necessarily have a good 
understanding of the principles of co-
operatives and how a co-operative is different 
to other forms of housing tenures. That is, they 

between co-op management and 
tenants with regular, transparent 
communication to avoid getting 
into a position where the co-op 
management is at odds with tenants, 
especially those with lifelong issues 
with authority and bureaucracy 
[SURVEY 61].

Staff can also play a key positive role in 
supporting co-operatives to self-govern. 
However, autonomy can bring challenges and 
so needs to be backed up with CHP support: 

I would just like [the CHP] to know 
that, as I said, it’s a volunteer 
role and we’re dealing with legal 
repercussions. We’re dealing with 
safety issues, we’re dealing with 
environmental issues. I would 
just like them to know that we’re 
more than just a group of people 
who are low-income earners and 
low-income properties. We’re more 
than that and there are co-ops 
out there. The co-ops are working 
extremely hard to uphold their end 
of the bargain, extremely hard, and 
we have pride in what we’re doing. 
And communication from [the 
CHP] is everything […] So, we are 
really risking a lot and I love what 
I do, and I don’t want to hand the 
management back. However, the 
pressures are becoming too much 
[INTERVIEW 18].

One interviewee felt it was important for 
co-operatives to be more autonomous and 
separate from current government regulation 
to help the co-operative run the way it wants 
to. In this vein, they saw value in the CHP itself 
being a co-operative:

...to my mind, it would be great if 
there was a representative body that 
was a co-operative. What’s wrong 
with a co-operative model? Why 
can’t the government deal directly 
with a co-op? They don’t have the 
template for it, I suppose, or they 
just don’t – yeah. I mean, so, we’ve 
got a company representing the 
co-ops, which already seems a bit 
wrong to me, but then there’s this – 
they’re obviously getting pressures 
to monetise or maximise the flow of 
capital from the co-ops so that they 
can make more co-ops, so there’s a 
conflict there, which means they’re 
involved in setting the rental rates 
[INTERVIEW 16]. 

Clear and open communication between 
the co-operative and the CHP is valued as 
supporting feelings of control and autonomy, 
even when there are broader issues continuing 
in the relationship.

Keeping tenants involved with 
the running and social aspects of 
the co-op. Employing and keeping 
good community minded staff and 
supporting them so they do not 
burn out. Keeping good relations 
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Housing co-operatives are a 
brilliant solution to building 
security, resilience and strength 
in numbers for families, especially 
for families challenged by single 
parent situations, low income, 
family violence, homelessness or 
insecure housing and disabilities. 
[Our co-op] has demonstrated to me 
how inventive and powerful a small, 
dedicated group of volunteers, 
almost all women, can be, and the 
tremendous hand up we can provide 
for our families and others when 
we get our heads together. We have 
worked within the sector, run pilot 
programs, showed up tirelessly 
year after year and achieved 
breakthroughs[...] Since I joined 
we have become financially self-
sufficient, paying our own running 
costs, and explored different ways 
of achieving our main goal – to 
keep housing more people in safe, 
secure housing. This is a constant 
challenge but we continue to 
work on it. Being in the co-op 
has definitely made me a more 
confident and useful co-worker 
and taught me how community is 
strong and beautiful and productive 
[SURVEY 106].

The need for education and training does not 
end after someone joins their co-operative; it is 
an ongoing requirement. The survey captured 
a sense of the importance of education and 
training when people take up new roles within 
the co-operative, for example:

Our co-op has had new management 
put in [and] communication is 
improving. Could do with more 
training when new people come on 
to the board. Most people are not 
professionals, and many can’t use a 
computer [SURVEY 261]. 

PRINCIPLE 6. CO-OPERATION AMONG 
CO-OPERATIVES

Co-operatives serve their members most 
effectively and strengthen the co-operative 
movement by working together through 
local, national, regional, and international 
structures.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
 ≥ There is varied practice in how co-
operatives engage and collaborate with 
each other.

 ≥ A clear structure for tenant-member voices 
to be collectively heard may be needed in 
some settings.

There is varied practice in how co-operatives 
organise with each other. Some participants 
spoke about working together locally to 
strengthen the co-operative movement for 
their tenant-members. For example, the survey 
response below describes how collective 
activism through the co-operative sector has 
led to positive outcomes for people more 
vulnerable to housing insecurity. 

have low levels of co-operativism. This is linked 
to tenants being selected from a centralised 
waitlist rather than applying directly to the co-
operative or CHP.

In line with the statistical survey finding, 
processes for onboarding and inducting 
new members were seen as important for 
supporting new tenant-members to actively 
participate in their co-operative. Supporting 
new members and making them feel 
comfortable and able to contribute was seen as 
a part of that training.

Good induction and mentoring 
can make the difference between 
a new (or even an old) member’s 
confidence at having a go – or a fear 
of stuffing things up – which can 
turn into a guilty reluctance to be 
involved [SURVEY 11].

Running a co-operative can involve a high 
level of skill, depending on the co-operative 
type. Having the knowledge and skills to 
actively participate was identified as essential, 
and so education and training were common 
themes. For example, Interview 16 discussed 
the importance of information and training in 
management practices when asked about what 
helps co-operatives to run well:

Education. So, I suppose, making 
it easy for members to be informed 
– there definitely needs to be 
encouragement to learn about 
management practices. Well, a 
whole range of – there’s quite a few 
skills, I think, that are required, and 
that are not necessarily things that 
people already know how to do... 
[INTERVIEW 16].
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PRINCIPLE 7. CONCERN FOR 
COMMUNITY

Co-operatives work for the sustainable 
development of their communities through 
policies approved by their members.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
 ≥ Co-operatives care for their own 
communities; this is also addressed in 
Broader political, social or environmental 
objectives. 

 ≥ Environmental goals can be achieved where 
the co-operative has adequate resources.

This project has gathered strong evidence 
on how co-operatives care for their own 
communities. This evidence is discussed in 
Broader political, social or environmental 
objectives. To summarise here, the 
development of their own communities, for 
example through the pursuit of environmental 
objectives, appears more likely to occur when 
a co-operative has the resources and time 
needed.

The member-led community 
governance structure of co-ops 
enables tenants to feel a sense 
of autonomy and empowerment 
that can have a positive impact 
on individual’s mental and 
emotional health, and positively 
impact personal and career goals. 
Secure tenure and informal 
support networks also enable 
families and children to thrive. 
There are also really valuable 
opportunities to harness the 
advantages of collaboration and 
cooperation, enabling innovative 
ideas to be nurtured and flourish. 
An example is the co-op goal 
of responding to the climate 

However, the capacity to participate beyond 
the co-operative was also flagged as an issue 
and as tending towards subsets of dedicated 
individuals doing so. For example:

I guess that question of 
participation has layers, because 
there’s the question of participating 
in the co-op, and even meeting 
that can be a challenge, and then 
participating as a co-op in the wider 
sector is like a next step forward. 
Again, it tends to be the same people 
who are more likely to actively step 
up in the co-op, who will also be 
more likely to actively step up in 
the sector. Years ago, we tried to 
have a thing where we’d rotate who 
would go to regional meetings, and 
it just didn’t work because some 
would do it, and then others would 
just bail at the last minute. 
[…] I think if we feel supported in 
our other co-op responsibilities it 
would be easier to feel supported to 
do more in the sector. I don’t know, 
I think there’s a bit of scepticism, 
sometimes about our vision of a co-
op versus [the housing provider’s] 
vision [INTERVIEW 10].

Some tenant-members also spoke about 
engaging in meetings and activities with 
other co-operatives and the broader sector, 
seeing these as opportunities for learning best 
practice from others.

The association of – the broader 
co-operative sector. I’ve been going 
– you know, it’s been great to go 
along to some of those get-togethers 
where we hear from other co-
operatives and hear about the value 
of co-operatives in business and 
in – so, and those – yeah, there’s a 
lot of resources there. Management, 
best practices. We’ve had workshops 
where experts come in from those 
bodies, and they teach us things, 
and they talk to us about how to get 
things done, and – so, we’re often 
taking it – we take advantage of 
those opportunities, and I’m not 
sure how much other co-ops do that, 
but I think we’re a fairly effective 
co-op, actually [INTERVIEW 16].
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Many members felt they had more autonomy 
and agency than in other forms of housing:

Housing co-ops are far better 
because you, the renter, have a lot of 
say in the running of the co-op. You 
can help make the co-op better by 
becoming involved. [SURVEY 120].

The governance structure of 
co-ops means that members are 
both tenants and landlords and 
thus have a balanced view of both 
perspectives. Members must be 
mindful of both responsibilities 
and this allows decisions to be 
made in the interests of the co-op 
that are both fiscally responsible 
and in the interest of the needs 
of the organisation as well as 
enabling members to have a voice 
and feel a sense of autonomy and 
empowerment. This is radically 
different to the experience of being 
a tenant in private rental, where the 
balance of power is firmly weighted 
in favour of the needs of landlords 
and investors [SURVEY 105].

Statistical analysis showed that the main 
drivers of respondents’ answers to those 
questions were location, spatial form, age, 
and health. The correlation shows that living 
in a co-located co-operative, living in a 
metropolitan co-operative, being older, and 
reporting good health are correlated with a 
sense of voice, agency, and empowerment 
(see Table 27 in Appendix 2). The majority of 
the co-located metropolitan co-operatives 
are in NSW, so these outcomes also appeared 
positively correlated with Cluster 2 (NSW). 

The varying degrees of co-operatives’ 
autonomy or responsibility for various 
aspects of management were not statistically 
correlated with agency, voice, or empowerment 
outcomes; see Table 27 in Appendix 2. This 
means that the quantitative survey data 
suggests that tenant-members’ senses of 
agency, empowerment, and voice are not 
determined by how much responsibility their 
co-operative has for repairs and maintenance, 
or tenancy management. This again 
underscores the value of a diverse sector, as we 
found that agency, empowerment, and voice 
are enabled across the range of co-operative 
forms that appeal to diverse individuals.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Many respondents experienced a great sense 
of agency and voice living in a co-operative 
than in other forms of housing. We explored 
what practices and forms lead to a greater 
sense of agency and voice. The open-ended 
survey responses and in-depth interview data 
show that respondents’ senses of agency, 
empowerment, and voice were shaped more 
by how their co-operative’s responsibilities 
were managed, than the extent of the 
responsibilities. Governance structures and 
processes, conflict management, and emotional 
intelligence were flagged as being core to these 
outcomes, rather than any particular suite of 
responsibilities, such as being responsible for 
management of repairs and maintenance or 
rent collection. 

emergency by working towards the 
retrofitting of co-op properties to 
be environmentally sustainable. 
By having a clearly stated goal 
that has been developed through a 
grassroots-led community planning 
process, the co-op then can apply 
for environmental sustainability 
grants as an organisation, using the 
power of the collective to improve 
the living situation of individual 
members and their families 

[SURVEY 105].

VOICE, EMPOWERMENT, AND 
AGENCY OUTCOMES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

 ≥ For many respondents, having shared 
values and enacting the co-operative 
principles lead to voice, empowerment, and 
agency outcomes that are highly valued.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
The survey asked questions about participants’ 
sense of having a say over their housing, within 
their co-operative, and within the sector more 
broadly. The outcomes that were analysed 
were:

 ≥ Influence over what my co-operative is like.

 ≥ Have a say on issues important to me with 
my community housing provider. 

 ≥ Benefit of co-op living: Work collectively to 
shape sector. 

 ≥ Benefit of co-op living: Able to use voice to 
improve where I live. 

 ≥ Benefit of co-op living: Able to collectively 
shape where I live.

 ≥ Autonomy.
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However, not all tenant-members reported 
that they felt they had adequate say in the 
governance and management of their co-
operative. Two interviewees felt they would like 
to have more say, one particularly identified 
concern around repairs and maintenance. 
Issues internal to the co-operatives were 
also raised in some instances, with three 
interviewees describing how dominant 
personalities can prevent others from having 
a say and one saying that strong leadership is 
needed to ensure everyone gets a say. In line 
with the above quote, another flagged their 
sense that tenant-members can have more of a 
say if their co-operative is smaller.

Co-operativism and agency are key principles 
and values of housing co-operatives and, 
to a large extent, underpin the benefits of 
value of living in the sector as articulated by 
tenant-members in the surveys and interviews. 
However, practicing co-operativism and 
experiencing a sense of agency were not 
always straightforward. Some tenant-members 
identified challenges in their co-operative, 
including unequal levels of participation and 
constraints that were perceived to impact on 
their ability to influence decisions about how 
the co-operative is run. Due to the extensive 
and diverse issues and impacts of participation, 
and its central role in defining co-operatives 
and co-operativism, our next section examines 
this in depth.

Another interview participant was also 
attracted to living in a co-operative because 
they understood it to be more empowering:

I thought the co-op model gave 
people a chance to have some 
control over their destiny. Some 
say in how and what happens, and 
it was attractive in that it was an 
empowering model for people. 
People come here and they learn 
skills and how to do things. So, I 
think that’s really good [INTERVIEW 6].

This sense of agency and empowerment was 
intimately connected to issues of governance 
and responsibility, for example:

I think we’ve got an excellent 
say... We have – because we set our 
mission and vision so we can plan 
our activities every year […] So in 
that sense, we’re really fully in 
charge of our direction and what 
our activities are going to be for 
the year, and members have input 
into that. Members can have input 
into policies. […] we have a lot of 
autonomy actually in this model. 
It’s a huge responsibility though, 
and it’s a lot of work […] which can 
be really exhausting and draining 
for people […] And I think also in a 
small co-op to potentially certain 
members can – your voice can be 
amplified. So individual members 
will suggest something and they can 
make it happen [INTERVIEW 2].

In turn, this autonomy and empowerment 
were seen as leading to positive outcomes for 
individual tenant-members, but also for the 
collective:

I think that it’s a real strength that 
members are responsible for the 
running of the co-op because it 
means you’re invested in a way that 
– it’s in your interest to do things 
in a way that benefits the co-op as 
a whole and therefore benefits the 
sector. And it does feel good – […] 
I do think it is empowering to be 
able to have the space to direct how 
the direction of the co-op and to 
respond to things as they need to be 
responded to [INTERVIEW 10].

The in-depth interviews frequently touched 
upon tenant-members’ sense of voice. Some 
interviewees explicitly stated that everyone 
has a say, and others described how they were 
attracted to living in a housing co-operative 
because they felt they would have more 
control over their housing – echoing the above 
significance of co-operativism and actively 
preferring to live in a co-operative.

[I joined the co-op because] I think 
that it’s a good way to organise 
housing. I like the relative security 
and control that you get. I wasn’t 
trying to be in the ownership 
area and didn’t want to have the 
challenges of the private rental 
market, which obviously are even 
more challenging these days. And I 
also – always been heavily involved 
in the community sector, so it has 
that appeal as well [INTERVIEW 14]. 
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Source: Co-operation Housing,  
Western Australia, used with permission
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showed statistically significantly higher rates of 
participation than respondents who stated that 
it hadn’t mattered to them whether or not their 
housing was in a co-operative. After joining 
their co-operative, tenant-members who were 
trained by both their co-operative and their 
CHP (where there is a separate CHP) also 
demonstrated higher rates of participation (see 
Table 26 in Appendix 2). 

Further, the survey results showed that 
tenant-members who felt that there was an 
equitable distribution of work amongst their 
co-operative’s tenant-members were typically 
more satisfied with their co-operative and 
more likely to report that it functioned well. 
As will be seen in Health happiness and 
wellbeing, individuals who felt their co-
operative functions well were also more likely 
to report improved health because of living 
in a co-operative, so this appears to be an 
intertwined range of outcomes.

Lastly, participation was strongly correlated 
with reporting an improvement in mental 
health as a result of living in a co-operative. 

As stated in Co-operative Principle 2, 
democratic member control is enabled through 
equitable member participation in the housing 
co-operative. Equitable tenant-member 
participation is a practice that co-operatives 
work actively to achieve. However, variable 
rates of participation were documented in 
the quantitative and qualitative elements of 
the survey, as well as the in-depth interviews, 
showing that this is not always achieved in 
practice.

In the following sub-sections, we consider 
the benefits of equitable participation. We 
then look at barriers to participation before 
discussing the practices and policies that 
respondents identified as supporting equitable 
participation. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Participants who actively preferred to join 
a co-operative participate more in their 
co-operative. 
 
Participants who were trained by both their 
co-operative and their CHP participate 
more in their co-operative. 
 
Tenant-members who participate more are 
more satisfied with their co-operative. 
 
Tenant-members who participate more 
report greater skills development. 
 
Participation is strongly correlated with 
positive mental health outcomes. 
 
The more hours that tenant-members 
contribute to their co-operative, the higher 
their social capital score.  
 
Tenant-members who hold a specific role 
in their co-operative have an increased 
likelihood of higher levels of social capital. 
 
Tenant-members who feel there is an 
equitable distribution of work in their 
co-operative are more satisfied with their 
co-operative.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Statistically, it was found that tenant-members 
who are attracted to the principles of living in a 
co-operative show higher levels of participation 
in their co-operative. From the survey 
responses, a statistically significant correlation 
was found between tenant-members’ 
reasons for joining their co-operative and 
the extent of their participation (see Table 28 
in Appendix 2). Specifically, tenant-members 
who stated that they had wanted to live in the 
housing co-operative that they now lived in, 
or in a housing co-operative more generally, 

As the defining characteristic 
of co-operatives and the 
practical manifestation of co-
operativism, tenant-member 
participation featured widely 
throughout the research 
data. It was found to be a 
driver of multiple benefits, 
and to be driven by numerous 
factors. Further, ensuring 
its appropriateness and 
sustainability was a recurrent 
theme, both in terms of how 
to enable this and issues that 
arise when participation isn’t 
equitable or workable. This 
section examines these issues 
in detail. The discussion 
points particularly to the 
benefits experienced in co-
operatives where participation 
is equitable across members 
and where co-operatives 
experience support from their 
community housing provider 
(where relevant). 

CHAPTER 7. 
PARTICIPATION: CO-
OPERATIVISM IN PRACTICE
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Succession planning and encouraging younger 
tenant-members to take on formal roles 
within the co-operative were therefore seen as 
challenges related to the ageing of the sector.

… we often have discussed, sort of 
trying to draw in younger people. 
We’ve had one member who’s got to 
the stage where she’s decided she’s 
effectively retired in the co-op. 
And, yeah, so it’s a tricky one for 
us and for other co-ops, I’m sure 
(INTERVIEW 14).

Running a co-operative also requires digital 
literacy and computer skills for some roles, 
which was questioned in terms of older tenant-
members’ involvement. 

We have groups of people who are 
ageing, we have groups of people 
who do not use computers or Zoom 
or are [not] able to function with 
Zoom meetings and all of the above. 
[INTERVIEW 18].

Consequently, tenant-members with the 
required skills may feel overburdened if there is 
no-one else within their co-operative who can 
easily perform these activities (e.g., software 
skills associated with Treasurer roles). For those 
who shoulder the greater responsibility of the 
formal roles of the co-operative, it can result in 
stress and burnout.

Not all members participating 
which increases the workload for 
the ones who do. [SURVEY 45].

But anyway, I think being 
appreciated and rotating the jobs, 
rotating the job that everyone’s had 
a go at doing it so they know how 
hard it is. I mean, you must know. 
Once you’ve had a go at facilitating 
a meeting, you’re much less likely to 
talk over people because you know 
how hard it is to – you’re more likely 
to listen to the facilitator because 
you know what it was like to be 
doing that job and not be listened to 
[INTERVIEW 9].

We now turn to some of the barriers that were 
blocking equitable participation then turn 
to strategies, practices, and policies that co-
operatives found enable this.

BARRIERS TO EQUITABLE 
PARTICIPATION
Achieving equitable participation was 
highlighted by many tenant-members as a 
challenge. Tenant-members described uneven 
participation from other residents, where some 
members do not participate or don’t put their 
hand up for roles. The perceived barriers to 
participation raised in qualitative responses are 
discussed below.

Ageing was identified as a current or future 
challenge to participation by some interview 
participants. It was noted that older tenant-
members were currently undertaking many of 
the formal roles within the co-operative due to 
having more time and availability than younger 
members. However, some respondents felt that 
the capacity of older tenant-members to keep 
doing this may become reduced if health or 
mobility issues arise. Looking across the sector 
nationally, this could be a widespread issue due 
to the demographic composition of the tenant-
member base.

BENEFITS OF EQUITABLE 
PARTICIPATION
Equitable member participation is a process 
that can be, and is, actively pursued and 
practiced within co-operatives as the core 
manifestation of co-operativism. It also appears 
to be a self-supporting practice, with members 
who feel that participation is equitable and 
who experience feelings of agency within their 
co-operative, more likely to continue to take 
part in membership practices. 

As discussed in Chapter 10. Housing 
outcomes: Sense of home affordability 
stability safety and quality and Chapter 11. 
Skills employment education health and 
wellbeing and broader social outcomes, 
higher and more equitable levels of 
participation are statistically correlated with 
a suite of additional outcomes. In this section, 
we focus on how participants identified 
and discussed high and equitable levels of 
participation. Several participants flagged 
the ways in which equitable participation 
underpinned transparency and a sense of 
fairness.

We are all on the committee because 
it’s a small number, so we’re all 
involved with the decision making, 
that makes it much better. There’s 
nothing happening behind closed 
doors that we don’t know about… I 
know that I’ve got a voice in my co-
op and everybody else does as well. 
Nobody’s pushed into something, 
we’re all quite happy to talk over 
each other. I mean, our meetings 
aren’t exactly quiet, but that’s good. 
We’ve just decided that that’s okay. 
We just respect each other and 
listen to each other and, I don’t 
know, have good discussions about 
things and it’s good [INTERVIEW 5].
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Several survey and interview respondents 
referred to tenant-members who simply would 
not participate and had no interest to do so. 
One reflected on the challenges of managing 
such instances:

If they dig their heels in and just 
operate according to their own 
interest, you really can’t do much. 
That kind of situation, you can refer 
people, like I said, we’ve done that. 
Referred them to a third party, but 
they might still not co-operate with 
that idea. Thinking that if they just 
dig their heels in, that they’re still 
going to be okay, they’re not going 
to lose their house, but it can’t work 
that way and a co-op can’t operate 
with people who aren’t co-operative 
[INTERVIEW 5].

Shifting practices in the co-operative 
sector more broadly were also identified as 
problematic for levels of participation. For 
example, one interviewee noted how, in the 
past, their CHP ran face-to-face information 
sessions about co-operatives before people 
applied and stated that about half the 
audience would leave when the requirement 
to participate was highlighted. In contrast, 
applicants are now directed to a website, which 
interviewees indicate new tenant-members 
have not looked at:

So, when we interview them, we 
have to go right through the process 
and we give them information and 
they go, ‘Oh yes, yep, that’s fine.’ 
However, they get into the homes, 
and we have problems [INTERVIEW 18].

We have discussed, as… directors, 
that we hand it all back to [the CHP] 
to manage because the strain on… 
us because of inactivity of members 
or older members is really wearing 
thin on all of us. So there is nothing 
in our particular individual co-op 
that we can do that we haven’t tried 
to get people to participate. They 
are simply not interested. A lot 
of them take the co-operative for 
granted and we have said time and 
time again, ‘It’s getting too much 
for us. We need a break. We can’t do 
it all the time. We’re needing some 
people to step up. We’re willing 
to train. We’re willing to work on 
a buddy system,’ but there are no 
takers [INTERVIEW 18].

Dominant tenant-members who are perceived 
to have more control over decision-making 
processes were also identified as a barrier to 
wider participation in qualitative interview and 
survey responses. 

The chief weakness of the co-op 
concept is the potential for one 
person to dominate, with members 
afraid to ‘rock the boat’ by issuing 
or participating in any sort of 
challenge [SURVEY 195].

A lot of people come in with 
the best will in the world, but it 
becomes apparent that people – 
the burden isn’t equally shared. 
And so a lot falls on a few people 
to keep the place going, which is 
innately stressful. Also, you’ve got 
the resentment of people who do 
nothing but criticise because that’s 
what they do. And you’ve also got 
your problem tenants, your problem 
[members] who are just people who 
just love to make trouble and make 
life difficult [INTERVIEW 1].

In some cases, where the burden of 
participating is too great for those undertaking 
more work than is fair or they want, handing 
more responsibility for the management of the 
co-operative to the CHP is being weighed up.
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high level of participation, “rather 
than 20% doing it and 80% not, I 
think it’s more the 80% doing it 
and 20% not, or maybe even less” 
[INTERVIEW 14].

In addition to policies stipulating participation, 
interview participants noted the importance 
of the participation being enjoyable. In such 
instances, positive experiences, including a 
sense of collectiveness and enjoyment, were 
connected with higher levels of participation. 
This could be light touch, such as bringing and 
sharing food, and in some instances was then 
amplified by reporting on meetings as having 
been fun. Reporting on meetings being fun was 
also seen as a way to entice others to step up 
and participate. This also reflects the entwined 
social and practical aspects of co-operativism 
and ways in which work and enjoyment 
intersected in many of the co-operatives. 
Further, it was noted that tenant-members 
will be more likely to step up if they felt like 
participation was effective: 

I think that those sorts of 
things help the participation in 
committees, where it’s actually 
going to achieve something to make 
the living standards in the houses 
better. [INTERVIEW 21]

Support from other members and community 

and you’re not relying on people 
stepping forward. So, I do think 
that’s a good thing as well, really 
encouraging people to try all of 
the different roles and to take on 
director roles [INTERVIEW 10].

Where it was practised, role rotation helped to 
prevent the problems in other co-operatives 
where the work and responsibility stay 
within a small group who increasingly feel 
overburdened and burnt out. Interview 14 
described the value of their “all Director’s 
model”, with policy supporting the requirement 
for each member to take on a Director role and 
take part in committees other than when on 
leave: 

We’ve got, what I would call, an all 
directors model. So, I mean, the 
law doesn’t allow us to actually do 
it 100% because people take leave. 
So from year to year, we’ve got a 
couple of people who aren’t on the 
directors, but effectively everybody 
else is the director for that 12 
months. And as well as obviously 
being a director, people are on 
committees or take on roles like 
treasurers and maintenance and so 
on. So people are, I guess, well, have 
every opportunity to be involved. 
Practically, obviously, that doesn’t 
always happen to the full extent 
[INTERVIEW 14].

This model was felt to support a 

SUPPORTING EQUITABLE 
PARTICIPATION
Members also identified policies and practices 
that were successful in supporting more 
equitable and sustainable levels of participation 
in co-operative work. 

Numerous participants flagged the central 
role of effective tenant-member selection, 
training, and onboarding processes in 
supporting equitable participation. Many of 
these participants felt that the increasing 
pressure on social housing waiting lists is 
creating an influx of applicants who are not 
aware of or interested in co-operatives, which 
then impacts participation and work levels.

After selection and onboarding, equitable 
distribution of work is supported in some 
co-operatives through policies that ensure 
that roles are rotated and those that enable 
members to take leave from roles. Role 
rotation enables members to take a break, 
helps to ensure that members build skills across 
diverse roles and, as Interview 10 highlighted, 
ensures that the co-operative is not relying on 
people putting their hand up for a role: 

I do think the rotating thing has 
been the strength for our co-op 
because it is really, really easy for 
people to become adept at particular 
roles, and therefore, because it’s 
easier for the co-op as a whole and 
things run smoothly, everyone just 
lets that run. There are people who 
will put their hand up for positions, 
and there are people who just never 
will, and so rotating just means 
that you know you’re going to be 
tapped on the shoulder at one point, 
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However, equitable distribution of work does 
not necessarily mean that everyone is always 
participating in co-operative work. In addition 
to role rotation then, leave provisions were 
common across co-operatives and seen to 
support equitable participation. There was 
also recognition that not all members could 
contribute all of the time. For example, stage 
of life, care responsibilities, illness, and work 
commitments were all identified as factors 
shaping people’s capacity to participate: 

…there are always some people 
who aren’t or can’t participate. 
And there’s always support and 
encouragement for those who aren’t 
participating and recognition that 
other things are happening in 
people’s lives. We’re all getting older 
as well. But, no, I think there is a 
fairly high participation rate in our 
co-op [INTERVIEW 14].

Open, clear, and respectful communication 
between members was seen to support 
equitable participation. As part of this, clear 
processes and roles for everyone within the co-
operative, including delegating responsibility, 
was seen to help ensure that things get done 
and mediate between different personalities 
and values, including potentially reducing the 
ability of dominant or difficult personalities to 
control decision-making. One participant saw 
this as combining formal written and learnt 
knowledge, such that some of the knowledge 
is held in polices and rules, while some of it is in 
the memories of longer-term tenant-members. 
Their sense was that these things work 
together to support co-operative functioning, 
along with a degree of consideration and 
emotional intelligence:

They’ve got no excuse. You’ve got to 
be half dead to be able to not turn up 
to a meeting. And we’ve got a better 
participation – so I think everyone’s 
more informed [INTERVIEW 15]. 

Another factor identified as supporting 
participation was recognising that different 
people bring different interests, skills, and 
capacities. 

And also, I mean, recognising that 
we’re not all – I mean, we all have 
equal value as human beings, but 
we’ve got different capacities and 
different areas of expertise, and 
it’s – yes, enjoyable, when you allow 
people to be – it’s not just a free-
for-all of everybody throwing their 
opinions around. There is actually 
some knowledge there that can be 
drawn on [INTERVIEW 16].

Another discussed a model of incentivising 
meeting attendance via external rewards such 
as a gift voucher, with members required to 
attend a certain number of meetings to receive 
the voucher. This was introduced as a last-ditch 
effort to improve participation; however, it was 
not successful and the interviewee reflected on 
it as inappropriately transactional rather than 
co-operativist. In the absence of other ways 
to ensure participation, the interviewee called 
for more power to regulate participation via 
rescinding membership and evicting individuals 
that repeatedly failed to participate in co-
operative work. Another highlighted the need 
to recognise the work that people have put in 
when they retire from roles.

housing provider support were also important 
in mitigating stress and burnout, which in turn 
helped to sustain participation. One participant 
also spoke about the high value of having 
supportive staff employed directly by the co-
operative:

that are knowledgeable about what 
they’re doing and can put in for the 
funding and do all of the things that 
we want to have happen that can 
make it happen, and that’s their 
job and that’s what we’re paying 
them for, helps keep things running 
[INTERVIEW 21].

They also reflected that as their co-operative 
employs staff, there is less work for tenant-
members, in comparison with entirely member-
run co-operatives they have seen, which 
supports their co-operative to run well. They 
noted that this mediates stress and burnout, 
because tenant-members are not expected to 
do most of the day-to-day work.

Increased flexibility in meeting times and 
modes of participation were seen to support 
members, including those with children, to 
take part in the co-operative. For example, 
Interview 10 noted that parents with children 
found it easier to join meetings by zoom, while 
Interview 15 noted: 

We have better communication. I 
wouldn’t say it’s great. It’s getting 
better. I think we are having – 
now that we’ve switched over to 
do everything on Zoom, we have 
a better level of participation. 
Everybody attends the meetings. 
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However, mediation depends on members 
taking up the opportunity and being 
responsive to change. This was not always 
the case. Organising a mediator can also be 
challenging depending on the decision-making 
model operating in the co-operative. Another 
approach explored in some co-operatives 
was for all members to take part in training to 
develop interpersonal communication skills and 
conflict resolution. 

I mean, I can be volatile and flare 
up and take the bait. And I’ve 
had to learn that about myself, to 
notice that and […] I have to – I 
have to tone that down. And yeah, 
we’ve had some awful behaviour 
in our meetings, just dreadful. 
But yeah, it pushes everybody to 
develop new skills in those ways 
as well. Managing that, managing 
conflict, managing administration, 
managing your time, all those 
things, really [INTERVIEW 9]. 

In addition to mediation, CHPs can play a 
role through managing processes that more 
commonly cause stress within co-operatives, 
such as managing rent arrears, although the 
appropriateness of the CHP taking on this role 
may vary from co-operative to co-operative. 

You’ve got to have strong leadership. 
You’ve got to have people – with 
co-operatives, the management 
committee is all made up of 
volunteers of the members. 
Then the members make up the 
committee, but you’ve got to have 
people that are prepared to stand 
up for what they believe in and 
have that strong leadership… those 
people that have been put in charge 
to govern the co-op, also need to 
have the respect of all the members 
[INTERVIEW 20]. 

Managing interpersonal conflict was identified 
by some as undermining member control and 
participation. Some co-operatives worked 
to find a way through conflict by hiring an 
external mediator: 

There’s a lot of participation. I guess 
it’d be like being in a strata. It’s like 
there’s a huge array of people of 
different values, which sometimes 
– and different personalities which 
can be conflicting. And because we 
have [many] properties, it becomes a 
little bit unwieldy, which conflicting 
priorities and I have to say personal 
grievances between people. So our 
co-op has changed significantly 
in the last five years. It’s very 
unwieldy at the moment. We can’t 
get anything done and we’ve had to 
have an independent mediator come 
in [INTERVIEW 8].

I think, for each committee – well, 
something we talk about, but it 
starts to happen and it might fall 
apart again, but handbooks of how 
to run the committees or what the 
responsibilities are. There’s always 
a mixture of actual written material 
and historical knowledge, I suppose, 
of people that – and with some of the 
people who’ve been here longer, we 
haven’t – we’ve read the rules and 
we remember them, and something 
comes up and we’ll have a little 
discussion about it and go, “Oh, I 
seem to remember this, and, yes, 
okay – no, no, what we have to do” 
[INTERVIEW 16].

One saw the CHP registration process as having 
helped to create more effective structures 
and processes within their co-operative. CHPs 
were identified as playing an important role 
in ensuring clear policies and processes, and 
in supporting conflict resolution. For example, 
CHPs were seen to have an important role 
as an external source of support when there 
were conflicts between members, including 
supporting co-operatives when they were 
seeking mediation. The CHPs were also seen as 
organisations with the capacity to support co-
operatives through developing clear strategic 
processes and plans that co-operatives could 
learn from. 

Participants also connected effective 
governance to keeping structures, processes, 
and meetings focused on upholding the 
mission and values of the co-operative, rather 
than on individual agendas or circumstances, 
especially given the emotionally-laden nature 
of housing and home. An agreed approach 
and commitment, codes of conduct, and 
meeting facilitation were also seen as vital. 
Similarly, good and respected leadership was 
also identified as important. 
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However, the requirement of having to 
move house in order to transition to direct 
management acted as a deterrent. There 
is therefore a need to enable diversity and 
flexibility in the sector without displacing 
tenant-members from their homes and 
communities. 

Several participants flagged the importance 
and usefulness of appropriate support from 
their CHP, including being able to refer to the 
CHP as a point of clarity or authority to keep 
process and policies on track. For example:

I think a clear direction, a structure 
from [the CHP], whether they have 
some sort of goals, targets, vision, 
and they communicate that to the 
directors. And then the directors 
follow on those plans, whether it’s 
maintenance or just budget targets 
of sorts. Because otherwise, you 
just get people who have certain 
ideas, and they’ll stick to their guns, 
they’ll sort of hold the pen, the 
paper, and the pennies [INTERVIEW 19]

It is clear that diversity in managerial 
responsibilities is valued and there is a role 
for CHP or State support to enable co-
operatives to thrive in multiple forms. Across 
all managerial types, co-operatives and 
their tenant-members thrive when they are 
supported to be the best version of the co-
operative that they want to be.

tenant-members, alongside smaller numbers of 
co-operatives that were struggling and seeking 
to change their level of responsibility or find 
ways to more effectively meet their current 
obligations.

Transferring to direct management was 
considered by some who feel that a self-
directed co-operative model was not suited to 
them, or was not working as they anticipated: 

Initially I found it to be a self-
determined type thing. But when 
you go through that process of 
being a Director, you are needing 
to pressure members to turn up to 
meetings, to do this, to do that. You 
know, really that’s not me. Because 
from my perspective, that’s not self-
determination. Self-determination 
is having choice in your daily life, 
in what you can manage in between 
families, in between illness, in 
between all the different roles that 
we have in every day of our lives. 
Because essentially, it’s not a job. 
[Q: Because it’s – yeah, because 
there should be a voluntary element 
to it, you’re feeling.] Absolutely. 
I’m looking at changing to going 
to [direct management] which 
removes any pressure from me. 
From my perspective there needs 
to be structured within those 
rules, flexibility, without judgment, 
without prejudice [INTERVIEW 4]. 

DIVERSITY OF 
RESPONSIBILITIES – SELF 
MANAGEMENT VS DIRECT 
MANAGEMENT
Our data shows that there is not a specific, 
single level or form of co-operative 
responsibility that delivers better outcomes for 
tenant-members. Rather, beneficial outcomes 
were found across the diverse forms that 
operated across the sector, including co-
operatives’ varying levels of responsibility. 
What drives outcomes are the physical, 
institutional, and individual factors summarised 
in When co-operatives work – summary of 
benefits and their drivers. Throughout the 
qualitative responses and in line with the 
focus on equitable participation, participants 
demonstrated the value of diversity regarding 
the nature and extent not only of co-operatives’ 
responsibilities, but also the responsibilities of 
tenant-members. For example: 

I think it’s gone really well in 
terms of participation. Do people 
want to be a part of it? They do. If 
not, that’s fine. […] There is a big 
difference. We support each other in 
that sense. But if someone doesn’t 
want to participate, that’s fine. The 
main thing about the community 
is turning up to meetings. If 
that’s all you can give, that’s fine 
[INTERVIEW 13]. 

In addition to enabling and supporting 
equitable participation, there was value seen 
in the range of management activities that 
co-operatives were responsible for. In co-
operatives with both high and low levels of 
managerial responsibility, we found instances 
where co-operatives were functioning well 
and providing immense benefits to their 
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Having single parented for many 
years before joining the co-op, I 
have been comforted and heartened 
by the mutual generosity of most 
of the members. Especially during 
individual health crises of various 
members, other members have 
contributed meals, well wishes, 
and generally looked out for each 
other. I feel this generosity and 
care has contributed to improved 
recovery, better health outcomes, 
greater resilience, and stronger 
relationships [SURVEY 64].

It’s obvious that loneliness is a 
problem in our society. In co-
housing you are never lonely. It’s 
lovely for someone of my age to have 
children and adults of various ages 
around. It feels like we are a family 
we care for each other and if we have 
difficulties we generally resolve 
them. This doesn’t happen in other 
housing where neighbours hardly 
ever speak to each other [SURVEY 177]. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Social capital refers to the structure and 
quality of social relationships. 
 
Social capital is strongly correlated with 
co-operativism. 
 
Social capital is often both a cause and 
effect of other beneficial outcomes. The 
interconnectedness of social capital is 
shown in Figure 45.

Given the correct conditions, it’s 
just like a family when you have 
none [SURVEY 108].

CHAPTER 8.  
CONNECTION: THE 
SIGNIFICANCE AND 
IMPLICATIONS OF  
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FIGURE 45. Social capital, co-operativism, and connected factors
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Below, we explain what we found when we 
analysed the social capital in the co-operative 
composite measure, regarding the extent, 
nature, and outcomes of social capital, as well 
as the enablers of those outcomes.

 ≥ Statistical analysis of the tenant-member 
survey shows that social capital among 
tenant members is supported by key 
enabling factors, namely: 

 − Member health.

 − Co-located dwellings.

 − Direct participation in co-operative 
activities.

 − A sense of autonomy and empowerment 
in the co-operative. 

 ≥ Social capital can be understood as 
one of the core components of the ‘soft 
infrastructure’, or co-operative wheelhouse, 
that acts to enhance: (i) the positive 
functioning of co-operatives on key tasks; 
and (ii) additional values for tenant-
members that are gained from living in 
the co-operative sector (such as improved 
health, skills, satisfaction, sense of home 
and security).

 ≥ Social capital is positively and statistically 
significantly related with the other core 
components of the soft infrastructure that 
appear to make co-operatives work well as 
discussed above, namely intentionality/co-
operativism and participation.

There is broad agreement in the theoretical 
literature that social capital is produced 
through networks of mutual support, 
reciprocity, and trust. To measure social 
capital, we created a composite scale using 
indicators of these concepts, based on member 
survey data. 

The ‘social capital in the co-operative’ measure 
is a composite social based on four Likert scale 
items collected. These items are accepted 
measures of different elements of social capital 
including networks, mutuality and reciprocity, 
and trust. The survey items were:

 ≥ Network: I regularly talk with people in my 
co-op 

 ≥ Mutuality and reciprocity: People in my 
co-op look out for each other and help out 
when they can 

 ≥ Mutuality and reciprocity: I borrow things 
and exchange favours with people in my 
co-op 

 ≥ Trust: Most people can be trusted in my 
co-op.

I have never lived anywhere like 
this, where the neighbours/other 
co-op members care for and look 
out for each other. I feel part of a 
very caring group. I am appreciated 
for the volunteer work I put into 
the coop. Help is just next door 
[SURVEY 53].

I lived in private rental. What makes 
it different is it’s community, the 
feeling of community. We’re a co-op, 
we’re a community. Because we’re 
all so connected, it’s our own little 
community that we’ve created. I’ve 
never really known my neighbours, 
other places I’ve lived in, but I know 
all my neighbours at [the co-op]. 
We’re friends and everybody looks 
out for each other [INTERVIEW 13].

Social capital is a multi-dimensional concept 
comprising the quality and structure of social 
relationships and which itself can lead to 
positive outcomes/values. The survey and 
interview data were designed and analysed to 
identify the extent and nature of social capital 
outcomes amongst the co-operatives. This 
included examining whether participating in 
co-operative activities creates social capital 
and whether this leads to positive outcomes for 
tenant-members. 
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In relation to social capital, we find that a 
higher proportion of tenant members living 
in rental housing co-operatives with an 
additional purpose report having very high 
levels of social capital (64%) with around a 
quarter (26%) having medium social capital 
scores, and only 10% reporting low to moderate 
social capital. A different pattern is found in 
co-operatives that do not have an additional 
purpose. For these co-operatives, 37% of 
tenant members report very high levels of 
social capital, compared with 40% reporting 
medium levels of social capital and a sizeable 
minority (23%) reporting only low to moderate 
social capital scores (see Table 22). These 
differences in social capital scores across 
co-operatives that do and do not have an 
additional purpose are statistically significant 
(<0.001).

TABLE 22. Social capital in co-operatives with 
and without an additional purpose

Low social 
capital

Med social 
capital

High social 
capital

Additional 
purpose 10% 26% 64%

No 
additional 
purpose

23% 40% 37%

Further, tenant-members’ sense of the 
importance of co-operative principles 
and outcomes, including autonomy and 
empowerment, is positively and significantly 
associated with social capital. This shows that 
how social capital is created and manifests in 
housing co-operatives is unique and as such, 
is a substantial benefit of this form of housing. 
Below are the key correlations between the 
co-operative principles and social capital 
outcomes:

 ≥ 60% of those who report being able to use 
their voice have high to very high social 
capital. 

 ≥ 63% of those who feel they can shape 
where they live have high to very high social 
capital. 

 ≥ 68% of those who feel positively about 
‘working together to shape the sector’ 
report high to very high social capital.

Social capital within rental housing co-
operatives appears to be best supported 
when tenant-members have a sense of shared 
purpose beyond the provision of housing. We 
therefore asked tenant-members whether 
or not their housing co-operative had an 
additional purpose, for example, housing for 
a particular sociocultural group or housing 
with an additional mission such as addressing 
environmental concerns.

CO-OPERATIVISM, 
ADDITIONAL PURPOSE AND 
SOCIAL CAPITAL 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Social capital levels are higher amongst 
tenant-members who actively chose to join 
their specific co-operative. 
 
Tenant-members’ senses of the importance 
of co-operative principles and values 
including autonomy and empowerment are 
positively and significantly associated with 
social capital. 
 
A higher proportion of tenant members 
living in rental housing co-operatives with 
an additional purpose report having very 
high levels of social capital.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Social capital among tenant members is related 
to a range of measures of co-operativism that 
were in the tenant member survey. Statistically, 
tenant-members who reported having 
actively preferred to live in their co-operative 
had higher levels of social capital. 
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We found that 55% of members who reported 
high/very high social capital are living in 
co-operatives that have responsibility for all 
tenancy management activities. Meanwhile, 
29% of tenant-members who reported high/
very high social capital lived in co-operatives 
with the suite of tenancy responsibilities 
described under (iii), and a far lower proportion 
of members with high/very social capital 
were found in co-operatives in which tenant-
members had responsibility for tenant-member 
selection only (16%). 

While these observations are also possibly 
influenced by the presence or absence of an 
additional purpose and the co-operatives’ 
spatial layout, it seems logical that co-
operatives whose members have more 
responsibility for co-operative activities are 
likely to participate more in the running of 
the co-operative. The section below explores 
the relationship between higher levels of 
participation with higher levels of social capital.

SOCIAL CAPITAL AND 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR CO-
OPERATIVE ACTIVITIES
There is a statistical relationship found between 
tenant member social capital and the co-
operatives’ cluster type. The results indicate 
high and very high levels of social capital are 
more likely to be found in Cluster 2 and Cluster 
4 than either of clusters 1 or 3 (P<.001). It needs 
to be borne in mind that both Clusters 2 and 4 
are dominated by co-operatives that have an 
additional purpose and have a spatial layout 
of either entirely co-located or a mix of co-
located and dispersed properties. As discussed 
in Chapter 9. The value of diversity, both of 
these are significantly correlated with a range 
of beneficial outcomes. This means that both 
of those factors will be in play when analysing 
results at the cluster level and the sample size 
is too small to be able to control for either of 
them.

The typology specified which types of tenancy 
management activities are performed within 
the co-operatives. We were then able to 
distinguish between survey participants who 
live in co-operatives that are (i) responsible 
for all aspects of tenancy (selection, rent 
collection, administration), (ii) responsible 
for selection only, and (iii) responsible for 
all aspects of tenancy except non-financial, 
tenancy management tasks. In relation to 
social capital, we found statistically significant 
differences (P=0.088), in which higher social 
capital correlated with greater responsibility for 
tenancy management.

SOCIAL CAPITAL IN CO-OPERATIVES 
AND THE IMPACTS OF COVID
The tenant-member survey data allowed us 
to test the relationship between members’ 
perceptions of whether COVID-19 pandemic 
restrictions (such as restricted use of shared 
spaces) had a negative, neutral/mixed, or 
positive impact on the relationships within 
their co-operatives, and members’ overall 
levels of social capital. We find statistically 
significant relationships (P=.016) whereby 
a large proportion of members with high/
very high levels of social capital report that 
pandemic restrictions had negative impacts 
on the relationships within their co-operative 
(47%), compared with neutral/mixed (33%) 
or positive/very positive impacts (20%), 
respectively. Without further questioning 
we are unable to identify the nature of these 
impacts.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES 
Co-operativism was raised as significant 
for community connections in qualitative 
responses. Co-operatives having an additional 
purpose, such as housing a particular 
demographic or cultural group, was raised 
as significant in the qualitative responses. 
Amongst co-operatives that had an additional 
purpose, this was highly valued and seen as 
directly driving numerous benefits, for example:

Living amongst other artists 
creates real-time networking 
opportunities. The creative 
community is inspiring. The shared 
gallery, practice room and studios 
make developing work much easier 
[SURVEY 8].
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support each other varies, and clear processes 
and structures are core to this, as we discussed 
above in Chapter 7. Participation and below 
in Chapter 13. Recommendations for thriving 
co-operatives.

Q: …a lot of the literature says that 
being involved in committees and 
taking part in management is part 
of what builds community. Is that 
something that you’re seeing in the 
co-op…?

A: I think it’s a romantic ideal, 
perpetuated by people who don’t 
live in co-ops. I don’t see that – it 
can often promote dissent and 
disunity. Because people are 
articulating things that they may 
not do if they’re not on committees. 
Because it’s a chance to get up and 
have a say. I think communities 
form organically in countries, 
streets, buildings, families, 
workplaces. I don’t think they can 
be imposed on people, just because 
they share an address. And what 
you see here, because we’re quite 
large... is that, you know, people find 
their own communities within the 
building. Not everyone gets on. Not 
everyone participates [INTERVIEW 1]. 

Inequitable participation is seen by some as 
potentially undermining opportunities for 
strengthened social capital.

My co-op and long-term housing 
has meant that I could lay down long 
term connection in my community 
and invest in these relationships. In 
turn it’s given me an opportunity to 
volunteer with my local and state 
community organisations to give 
back to others [SURVEY 166].

Participation can take formal and informal 
forms, and both are reported to be important 
for co-operative functioning. The below 
quotation shows, participation and involvement 
can also lead to strengthened feelings of safety 
and happiness.

And I think also having an 
understanding that we are 
volunteers in this organisation 
and we’re given jobs when it comes 
to the management committee, 
but we’re not given jobs when it 
comes to things like putting the 
bins out, sweeping up the leaves 
and things like that, making it look 
nice. Because we also understand 
that having a nice place in which to 
come home to is really important as 
well. So it’s just not a place to live, 
but it’s a place to be happy... and 
comfortable and safe... [INTERVIEW 2].

Not all tenant-members felt that formal 
participation necessarily builds community. This 
highlights the complexity of the interactions 
between community or social interaction 
on the one hand, and management and 
governance on the other. Co-operatives enrol 
both, but the ways in which they interact and 

PARTICIPATION IN THE CO-
OPERATIVE AND SOCIAL 
CAPITAL
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

The more hours that tenant-members 
contribute to their co-operative, the higher 
their social capital. 
 
There is a significant positive correlation 
between holding a specific role in a 
co-operative and having an increased 
likelihood of higher levels of social capital 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 
 ≥ 57% of tenant members who participated 
in activities ‘most weeks’ had high social 
capital.

 ≥ 54% of those holding a specific role have 
high to very high levels of social capital.

 ≥ Most of those (79%) who made no 
contribution showed more likelihood to 
have low social capital scores.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES  
Tenant-members report that the opportunities 
for involvement and participation in housing 
co-operatives may not be experienced in other 
forms of housing tenure.

There are opportunities to make 
friends and get involved in the 
operation of the co-op that are 
not available in the private rental 
market [SURVEY 120]. 

The sense of housing stability offered by co-
operatives may mean that tenant-members feel 
more able to participate and become involved 
within their housing community and broader 
communities. This may lead to strengthened 
social capital.
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 ≥ 82% of tenant members with high or very 
high social capital reported that their co-
operative performed governance activities 
well or very well (P<.001). 

 ≥ 92% of those with high or very high social 
capital perceived that their co-operative 
performed finance activities well (P<.001).

 ≥ 77% of the high social capital group 
reported that their co-operative performed 
individual tenant support related activities 
well (P<.001). 

 ≥ Those with high or very high social capital 
were also most likely to report that their co-
operative performed ‘other’ activities well 
or very well (76%) (P<.001). 

CO-OPERATIVE LOCATION 
AND LAYOUT AND SOCIAL 
CAPITAL
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Higher levels of social capital are reported 
in co-operatives in metropolitan regions. 
 
Higher levels of social capital are reported 
in co-located co-operatives. 
 
Higher levels of social capital are reported 
in co-operatives that have shared facilities.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Analysis of member survey data indicates 
statistically significant (P<.001) differences 
in social capital in regional and metropolitan 
areas. Among tenant-members living in 
regional co-operatives, we find a mix of 
low (25%), medium (46%) and high/very 
high (29%) social capital scores reported. 
In contrast, in housing co-operatives in 
metropolitan areas, there is far more likelihood 
of tenant-members reporting high/very high 
social capital (59%) than either low (13%) or 
medium (28%) levels of social capital. This 
reflects the role of the broader location and 
subsequent issues, such as access to amenities, 
in driving social capital.

SATISFACTION WITH CO-
OPERATIVE PERFORMANCE 
AND SOCIAL CAPITAL
We examined the relationship between 
tenant members’ social capital and respective 
members’ reported levels of overall satisfaction 
with various aspects of their housing co-
operative’s performance. We used individual 
survey items related to how well tenant 
members perceived their co-operative was 
performing the seven suites of management 
activities: 

 ≥ Tenancy related activities. 

 ≥ Membership related activities. 

 ≥ Governance related activities. 

 ≥ Finance related activities. 

 ≥ Individual tenant support related activities. 

 ≥ Other aspects of co-operative related 
activities. 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Statistical analysis of tenant-members’ 
perceptions of how well their co-operative 
performed the above categories of activities 
showed strong and significant relationships to 
tenant members’ social capital. This suggests 
there is a reinforcing relationship between 
positive relationships and connections within 
housing co-operatives (high social capital), and 
tenant-members’ perceptions of their co-op’s 
overall performance across multiple areas of 
operation. Specifically:

 ≥ 85% of tenant members with high or very 
levels of social capital reported that their 
co-operative performed tenancy related 
activities well or very well (P<.001).

 ≥ three quarters (75%) of those with high or 
very social capital reported that their co-
operative performed membership activities 
well or very well by their co-operative 
(P<.001).

Housing co-ops have enormous 
potential to improve people’s 
overall well-being - they can expand 
their social connections, (learn 
to) work collaboratively, enjoy a 
supportive sense of community, 
and develop a wide variety of skills. 
Unfortunately, one does not get 
to choose ‘which’ co-op one joins, 
and within my current co-op there 
is no sense of unity, and very little 
collaboration... with just 4-5 people 
doing all the work, year in and year 
out [SURVEY 275].

Having more social events can also be seen as a 
way to build community connections.

There have been arguments/
conflicts here and there when 
living near others for a long time. 
I think this can be resolved if 
members of the housing co-op have 
more chances to communicate 
with others. For me, activities 
for members, such as barbeques, 
parties, and picnics, could help 
connect people [SURVEY 15].

Qualitative responses support the statistical 
findings that reveal variations between levels of 
social capital and participation among tenant-
members. While individual factors may shape 
a tenant-members participation and social 
capital levels, other contextual and structural 
factors such as governance structures and the 
extent to which the co-operative is responsible 
for management activities may also come into 
play.
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46. E.g., Reid (2015).

The benefits of living in a co-located co-
operative are not just a matter of physical 
design, as the above quotes suggest. This 
importance of being able to talk things through 
was reinforced by a few instances in which 
co-operative governance and/or relationships 
were not functional, making living at density 
difficult: 

Unfortunately the neighbour is also 
a member who does not participate 
and seems to hate everyone! Very 
disappointing as we are generally 
a happy bunch that work together 
[SURVEY 211].

Amongst respondents who talked about any 
shared spaces in their co-operatives, most 
highlighted their role in underpinning a sense 
of community and also enabling spontaneous 
encounters, such as common rooms enabling 
social events, for example:

We have a big common room... 
which has a kitchen. We have tea 
and coffee and we do games nights, 
movie nights and it’s always nice not 
to leave the house... It’s a beautiful 
community [INTERVIEW 13].

[…] any attempt to share communal 
space is complicated when you have 
kids, you have no sense of property 
boundaries or garden boundaries, 
they do what they want to do, and it 
adds those complications the same 
as if we were living in an apartment 
block or something […] I think, the 
difference is that the co-op model 
encourages us to communicate 
about those things and address 
them because we meet monthly 
to talk about the running of the 
co-op, and things that need to be 
addressed, so there’s actually an 
avenue for people to talk about that 
if they want to... [INTERVIEW 10].

So, we manage the leases and we 
manage the maintenance and – 
and so, there’s – in a normal rental 
property, these are things that a 
real estate agent or an owner would 
be doing. And so, that’s different 
practically. And I guess that sense 
of shared responsibility, which has 
its challenges as well, are – but I find 
that rewarding. There’s a sense of – 
even though we don’t own the space, 
there’s a real sense of belonging 
to the site, to the property. Yeah, 
connection to it, and I think quite 
a mature approach to sharing 
space. I mean, we have to negotiate 
– I mean, we may not get on with 
everybody, but we learn to deal with 
everybody in the ways that we need 
to [INTERVIEW 16].

Social capital is also positively and statistically 
significantly (.005) related to co-located 
dwelling configuration. Co-located co-
operatives are more likely to have higher 
proportions of tenant-members reporting very 
high levels of social capital (70%), compared 
with either mixed configuration (50% reporting 
very high levels of social capital) or dispersed 
configuration co-operatives (41.5% tenant 
members reporting very high levels of social 
capital).
 
Related to this, similar patterns are found 
in reported social capital levels for tenant-
members who live in co-operatives with shared 
building facilities, compared with those who 
live in co-operatives that don’t. This result is 
statistically significant at a .069 level. Where 
co-operatives include shared facilities, such as 
meeting spaces, green spaces, or laundries, a 
majority of tenant-members (65%) report very 
high levels of social capital, compared with 45% 
of tenant-members reporting very high levels 
of social capital in co-operatives that do not 
have shared facilities.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
The spatial layout of a co-operative 
significantly impacts respondents’ housing 
and social capital outcomes, with respondents 
in clustered or co-located co-operatives 
statistically more likely to report a broad range 
of better outcomes; see Chapter 9. The value 
of diversity. Living in a clustered or co-located 
housing co-operative configuration, such as an 
apartment complex, townhouse development, 
or cohousing development, requires an ability 
to live at density, which in strata apartment 
developments has been documented as often 
problematic and difficult.46 

In contrast to the challenges of strata, many 
tenant-members spoke of the ability of 
well-functioning co-operatives to manage 
density well, which in turn generated positive 
outcomes. For example:
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Additionally, tenant-member responses show a 
positive significant relationship between social 
capital scores and perceptions of increased 
health and wellbeing associated with living in 
the co-op:

 ≥ Of those who did not report a health gain, 
61% have low to moderate social capital.

 ≥ Of those who reported a health gain, 61% 
had high to very high social capital scores.

An even stronger relationship was found 
between social capital and self-reported mental 
health. Of tenant-members reporting high or 
very high social capital, 64% report having 
good or very good self-reported mental health 
(P<.001).

Lastly, in existing literature, social capital is also 
associated with overall life satisfaction and 
general happiness. In terms of self-reported 
improvements to general happiness since 
living in the co-operative, we found a positive 
significant relationship with social capital:

 ≥ 89% of those who report no improvement 
in general happiness have low to moderate 
social capital scores.

 ≥ 60.4% of those who report a ‘positive or 
very positive’ health impact have high to 
very high social capital scores.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Some participants report that co-operative 
living has impacted positively on their health. 
For example,

Living in the co-op has a positive 
impact on my health, sense of well-
being and connection with other 
people [SURVEY 64].

Identical patterns were found for employment 
benefits, with 61% of members who reported 
improved employment outcomes also scoring 
high to very high on social capital measures. 

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Some tenant members spoke about how 
participating in co-operative activities has led 
to improvements in skills and employment 
outcomes for them. For example,

Additionally, being in a co-op I 
have had the opportunity to be on 
the board of directors in a number 
of roles over the years. This has 
improved my leadership, policy 
development and community 
engagement skills and these skills 
have transferred into further 
employment opportunities in my 
job. In turn I have been awarded 
job opportunities as a result 
[SURVEY 166].

More detailed analysis of qualitative data in 
relation to ‘skills and employment’ is provided 
in a later section on ‘Skills, employment, 
education, health and wellbeing, and broader 
social outcomes.

HEALTH AND WELLBEING
Social capital has a statistically significant 
positive relationship with general health. 
Tenant-members with the highest reported 
levels of self-assessed general health also show 
the highest levels of social capital. Of those 
with the highest social capital scores, 55% 
also report ‘good or very good’ self-reported 
general health levels, while 43% of those with 
low to moderate social capital report poor or 
very poor general health (P<.001).

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AND 
EMPLOYMENT, HEALTH 
AND WELLBEING, HOUSING 
OUTCOMES AND SOCIAL 
CAPITAL
Social capital is understood in the literature 
to have a raft of secondary benefits including 
increased wellbeing and an increased 
connection with employment and other 
societal activities, as well as better functioning 
of groups. The tenant-member survey data 
was therefore examined in relation to these 
secondary benefits, including: education, 
employment, and skills development; housing 
satisfaction and home; health and wellbeing; 
and, plans to remain in the co-operative.

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT AND 
EMPLOYMENT
We examined the relationship between social 
capital scores and gaining skills and benefits 
while living in the co-operative. We find a 
significant positive relationship between social 
capital and skills and benefits gains reported by 
tenant-members:

 ≥ Of tenant-members who report no gains 
in skills or benefits, 72% have low social 
capital.

 ≥ Of tenant-members who report 1-3 skills/
benefits gained, marginally more have high 
to very high social capital (51.5%) than low 
to moderate social capital (48.5%).

 ≥ Of those who report more than 3 skills/
benefits, a majority have high to very high 
social capital (61%).
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SENSE OF HOME
Sense of home is strongly and statistically 
significantly related to high reported levels 
of social capital among tenant-members 
(P=.003). While a large majority of tenant-
members reported agreement that they 
‘feel somewhat or strongly at home’ in their 
co-operative regardless of their social capital 
levels, larger proportions of members with 
high/very high social capital reported this 
positive sense of home (92%) compared with 
members with medium (86%) or low social 
capital (67%) scores overall. 

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
When asked about the benefits of co-operative 
living, a sense of belonging within the co-
operative was reported, for example:

In our co-op there is a sense of 
belonging, family, friendships 
[SURVEY 87].

The sense of belonging and 
responsibility leads to well-
maintained buildings and grounds 
and the ability to share common 
space satisfies many needs that 
are not found in individual rental 
properties [SURVEY 8].

A sense of home is also achieved through 
practising co-operativism. 

All members have made a conscious 
choice to be a part of this co-op, 
and to get along with each other 
[SURVEY 76].

More detailed analysis of qualitative data in 
relation to ‘sense of home’ is provided in a 
later section on ‘Skills, employment, education, 
health and wellbeing, and broader social 
outcomes. 

Members with high/very high levels of social 
capital are highly likely to also report high 
levels of overall satisfaction with their housing 
(92%). Those with medium reported social 
capital are also most likely to report high levels 
of housing satisfaction (76%), and among those 
with low recorded social capital a majority still 
report high levels of housing satisfaction overall 
(71%). Only 29% of those with low or medium 
levels of housing satisfaction record high levels 
of social capital.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
In line with the statistical finding that 
satisfaction with housing is connected to higher 
levels of social capital, qualitative responses 
show that many people who are satisfied with 
their housing also enjoy being part of the co-
operative community, for example:

I think that co-operatives ideally 
are a way to create a community of 
like-minded people, with the same 
shared values. I have more control 
over my finances, autonomy, and 
tenancy than people in private 
rental [SURVEY 19].

Support from members makes them 
far better than any other housing 
[SURVEY 59].

More detailed analysis of qualitative data in 
relation to ‘housing satisfaction’ is provided 
in a later section called ‘Housing Satisfaction, 
Quality and Maintenance’ within the ‘Housing 
Outcomes’ chapter.

Participants also report improved quality of life, 
wellbeing and happiness in qualitative survey 
and interview responses. For example,

Improved quality of life and the 
sense of belonging that I have living 
in my community, [my co-op] is a 
community within the community 
of [suburb] [SURVEY 190].

They are very good places to 
develop the more spiritual sides 
of ourselves: tolerance, patience, 
acceptance, forgiveness, “letting it 
go”, understandings, compassion, 
empathy, neutrality, seeing the 
bigger picture, broad-mindedness, 
trust, knowing you can “share the 
burden of responsibility [SURVEY 94].

More detailed analysis of qualitative data in 
relation to ‘health and wellbeing’ is provided 
in a later section on ‘Skills, employment, 
education, health and wellbeing, and broader 
social outcomes.

SATISFACTION WITH HOUSING
There is a statistically significant positive 
relationship members’ overall satisfaction with 
their housing and social capital (P=.012). Using 
the compositive scale of housing satisfaction, 
represented in three categories of low, medium, 
and high satisfaction, the results are striking. 
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Source: Co-operation Housing,  
Western Australia, used with permission
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like the two houses that are in the 
same street, if we’re having a Zoom 
meeting, somebody can go across 
the road to the other person and 
be on the same Zoom and things 
like that, which obviously is a little 
bit more of a journey if you’re a 
few streets away or a suburb away. 
So, you’ve lost that opportunity 
relatively [INTERVIEW 14].

One respondent who has lived in both co-
located and dispersed co-operatives saw value 
in clustered homes:

Having experienced living in both a 
co-located co-op and dispersed co-
op housing – I think that there were 
far more benefits in a co-located 
coop. More social interaction, more 
bulk purchasing (and savings!), lots 
more sharing meals and checking 
in on each other. The co-op house 
that we now live in is in a safe, 
quiet neighbourhood, so lots of the 
benefits we had before are now from 
our very friendly (but non co-op) 
neighbours [SURVEY 180].

Meanwhile, others saw value in their homes 
being dispersed or saw problems with living 
closer together; however, these issues were 
largely discussed as due to social tensions. This 
implies that living well at density is not just 
about design, but also the functionality of the 
co-operative. 

were more likely to report that living in a 
co-operative had improved their health; see 
Health happiness and wellbeing. 

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
One survey respondent highlighted the role of 
their co-operative’s clustered form in enabling 
social interaction that underpinned their career 
as an artist. Reinforcing that benefit of co-
location, another saw the dispersed layout of 
their co-operative as undermining their sense 
of community, which was also being impacted 
by tenant-members ageing:

Sometimes I wish we were more 
a community, but as houses are 
spread out and there is not much 
capacity within the small group 
that runs everything, that is not 
really possible right now, and I 
doubt if it will ever be. There is 
just not enough capacity to make 
it into what it could be, due to an 
ageing and disengaged membership 
[SURVEY 278].

One interviewee felt their co-operative 
managed to cope well with being dispersed 
as the distances were not too far, but felt that 
more co-operatives should be established or 
relocated into more clustered forms, to enable 
greater opportunities for bumping into people:

We’re not super spread out like 
some co-ops, but, no, we’re not on 
one site… I don’t think it’s a major 
problem for us generally because 
we’re not, as I said, super spread 
out. There’s a fair few of us in – a 
few minutes apart sort of thing. 
And, yeah, the houses – but equally, 

The location, layout, and/
or additional purpose of 
co-operatives can play 
augmenting roles in driving the 
outcomes that tenant-members 
experience due to living and 
participating in their co-
operative. 

IMPORTANCE OF  
CO-LOCATION AND  
SHARED SPACES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

People living in co-located or clustered co-
operatives felt they had a stronger sense 
of agency, empowerment, and voice than 
those living in dispersed co-operatives. 
 
Co-located co-operatives are more likely 
to have higher proportions of tenant-
members reporting very high levels of 
social capital. 
 
In co-operatives with shared facilities, 
such as meeting spaces, green spaces, or 
laundries, 65% of tenant-members report 
very high levels of social capital, compared 
to 45% in co-operatives without shared 
spaces.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Tenant-members reported a range of outcomes 
that correlated with whether their co-op’s 
homes were spread out across one or more 
suburbs, or closer to each other either at a 
neighbourhood scale, within an apartment 
building, or as a clustered development. Co-
location partly drove housing satisfaction and 
respondents’ reported health outcomes, such 
that respondents in co-located co-operatives 

CHAPTER 9.  
THE VALUE OF  
DIVERSITY
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Relating to respondents’ sense of the 
importance of stable and secure tenure, being 
able to stay in a good location was discussed as 
enabling a good lifestyle, in both regional and 
metropolitan areas:

Would have to say better than any 
other housing I have lived in. As 
previously stressed security of 
tenure paramount to a soul that has 
lived rough! Worthy of fighting for if 
necessary, to retain. The house also 
been a great place to have brought 
my daughter...Had friends over to 
stay; we surfed at the beach, kicked 
the football at the nearby park and 
jumped on the trampoline. Great 
safe environment! [SURVEY 95].

However, some regional co-operatives did 
flag feeling less supported by their CHP, for 
example:

Q: […] what do you think helps co-
operatives to run well? 

A: It would be communication 
from the owners of the properties 
at [the CHP]. Support from the 
owners of the properties, especially 
being in regional areas. Us, the co-
operatives who are in regional areas 
[INTERVIEW 18].

That interviewee also saw value in the CHP 
taking a greater role in some of their co-op’s 
managerial activities. We return to the theme 
of how the diverse aspirations of co-operatives 
can be supported in CHP, State and industry 
support for a diverse sector.

I can see by my responses that 
I have been able to improve my 
life since I have been living in the 
co-operative: my education, work 
prospects, finances, and health. 
I also feel most times part of this 
community and my wider suburb, 
which is a lovely place to live. It 
might have gentrified since I moved 
in, but it is close to amenities, 
public transport, and has a sense of 
community [SURVEY 19].

Live with care and independence 
and all the essential amenities close 
by makes me think home [SURVEY 88].

In regional areas, amenity was often also valued 
in terms of being in a beautiful environment 
– sometimes one that would be otherwise 
unaffordable. While some amenities such as 
hospitals or shops may have been further away 
for regional co-operatives, in some instances 
this is offset by tenant-members providing lifts 
or running more collective and co-ordinated 
errands. This suggests amenity has both 
physical and social components. Some 
metropolitan tenant-members also mentioned 
the ability to stay in areas that would otherwise 
become unaffordable for them to live in: 

Having slept on it, I realise 
I omitted possibly the most 
significant benefit which I would 
like taken into account. It is that 
this particular co-op has enabled 
me to stay in the suburb I’ve lived 
in for over 30 years, amongst my 
friends and family, in spite of 
dramatic gentrification [SURVEY 64].

LOCATION BENEFITS
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Tenant-members in metropolitan co-
operatives tend to report higher levels of 
social capital. 
 
Location was flagged by a key housing 
benefit by many participants, in terms of 
community, amenities, being near work, 
and being near family and friends. 
 
Tenant-members value being able to move 
around within their co-operative’s housing 
stock if they need to.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
In housing co-operatives in metropolitan areas, 
there is far more likelihood of tenant-members 
reporting high/very high social capital (59%) 
than either low (13%) or medium (28%) levels 
of social capital. Living in a co-operative 
that was in a metropolitan area rather than a 
regional area was positively correlated with 
employment outcomes, educational outcomes, 
and a sense of agency and empowerment. 
The qualitative responses demonstrated good 
outcomes in both metropolitan and regional 
areas. 

In these responses, amenity was discussed 
in terms of proximity to schools, family and 
friends or being able to live in a preferred, 
desirable, or otherwise unaffordable location. 
Those locational benefits could be described 
with a focus on the convenience of amenities or 
being in a beautiful environment.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Many survey respondents highlighted the 
location of their home as a key benefit. 
Location was valued in terms of providing a 
sense of community, being near amenities and 
near work, and being near family and friends. 
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47. That is, additional purposes that are written into organisational rules r constituting documents.

The survey asked respondents if their co-
operative had an additional purpose and if 
so, what that was. This enabled us to analyse 
survey responses according to the presence or 
absence of an additional purpose. We found 
a number of correlations. However, due to the 
relatively small sample size, we were unable to 
control for other factors that may be in play, 
such as regional/metro location, the presence 
of shared facilities, or spatial layout (co-located 
vs dispersed housing), all of which were shown 
above to also be driving outcomes. There 
are proportionally more co-operatives with 
additional purposes, co-operatives that are 
in metropolitan locations, and co-operatives 
that have shared facilities in Cluster 2 (NSW). 
Cluster 4 (SA, WA, RHCs) also has more co-
operatives with additional purposes, so the 
correlations follow the clusters. Hence these 
correlations should be read with caution and 
warrant further research with a larger sample 
size to control for other factors.

While the variable “additional purpose” is 
correlated with outcomes for co-operative 
members, it should be noted that we could 
not test whether having an additional purpose 
is a driver of outcomes. First, a co-operative’s 
additional purpose can be informal or formal, 
and we only had data on formal additional 
purposes.47 Second, as with any statistical 
analysis, correlations that relate additional 
purpose to better outcomes are simply 
indicating that “on average” additional 
purposes produce better outcomes. Some co-
operatives without an additional purpose can 
outperform those with an additional purpose, 
and this was evident in our open-ended survey 
responses and interview data. 

Third, having an additional purpose could be 
correlated with another variable that is the real 
driver of outcomes. This was difficult to test 
using multivariate regressions given the size 
of the data set and the bundle of augmenting 

[…] we have a policy where if a tenant 
in any other unit wants to move to 
the vacant unit they can choose to 
do so. That takes place if you’ve got 
someone who wants to downsize, 
they’ve had kids left home or if 
they’ve had more kids or they prefer 
the other unit. So, the person went 
from their place to that one. But that 
was quite stressful because there 
was work to be done on the unit and 
I guess part of the core of the issue 
I think is that people have different 
expectations […] That made it quite 
difficult [INTERVIEW 6].

THE OPTION OF AN 
ADDITIONAL PURPOSE
All ARHCs have the primary purpose of 
providing stable and affordable homes for 
people on low to moderate incomes. Some also 
have an additional purpose, which was decided 
by the co-op’s initial members and which 
persists over time. This additional purpose can 
be to house: 

 ≥ Particular types of household, like single-
parent families or people leaving violence.

 ≥ Particular demographics, like older women 
or LGBTIQA+ individuals.

 ≥ Particular cultural backgrounds, like Tamil 
seniors or Filipino families. 

 ≥ Particular income levels, like only very low 
or low income households.

 ≥ Particular vocational groups, like artists.

 ≥ Communities with a particular ethos, like 
environmentalism.

THE VALUE OF DIVERSE 
HOUSING TYPES 
Co-operatives that have a diversity of housing 
types can provide opportunities for members 
to move into different housing as their needs 
change, for example, as household stage 
changes or at different stages of life. Amongst 
interviewees, this had enabled moving closer 
to children’s schools, accommodate growing 
children or ageing relatives, and moving into 
homes that were wheelchair-friendly, all while 
staying within their co-operatives. In such 
instances, there were processes for applying for 
different houses: 

If you have a particular need and 
you’re – you can go on a list of 
saying I want a transfer. And things 
like – I think there’s rules when 
they’re working out who’s going into 
houses, like new people coming in or 
transferring. If you’ve got, say, two 
girls, it’s okay for them to share a 
room. Or two boys, it’s okay for them 
to share a room. But if you’ve got a 
boy and a girl, to take into account 
that as they get older, they won’t 
want to be sharing a room, then 
you’d get a room each for them. So, 
yeah, so those things are taken into 
account [INTERVIEW 21].

One participant referred to a transfer causing 
tension within the co-operative, due to differing 
housing expectations amongst members 
causing a pre-emption of conflict. This suggests 
a need for not only appropriate processes, but 
also the emotional skills to deploy and manage 
those processes. This point is returned to later 
in Managinging personalities interpersonal 
tension and maintaining healthy relationships.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

We found that living in a co-operative with an additional purpose correlates with:

 ≥Developing a higher number of skills.

 ≥Reporting health benefits due to living in a co-operative, including a positive 
impact on general health and on happiness.

 ≥Reporting a positive impact on employment.

 ≥Reporting a positive impact on education.

 ≥Reporting a positive impact on children.

 ≥Greater satisfaction with the quality of the co-op’s buildings and with the 
appropriateness of the co-op’s housing to household needs.

 ≥Feeling safe and secure in the co-op’s outdoor and shared spaces.

 ≥Higher rate of participation in co-operative activities, namely: 

 − Property and grounds activities.

 − Membership activities.

 − Individual tenancy support.

 − Other activities.

 ≥Contributing more time to co-operative activities.

 ≥Feeling a strong sense of community within the co-op.

 ≥Feeling the co-operative is a good place to live.

 ≥Feeling that the relationships within the co-operative were less negatively 
impacted by COVID-19.

factors such as spatial layout, location, etc. that 
produce good co-operative outcomes. Indeed, 
additional purpose is correlated with many of 
the augmenting factors. 

For example, having an additional purpose 
is highly correlated with “co-location” (0.537 
correlation coefficient at 1% significance), 
which itself is moderately correlated with the 
participation rate (0.463 at 1%), and therefore 
with outcomes. Thus, the correlation between 
having an additional purpose and participation 
(0.262 at 5%) could simply reflect the fact 
that co-operatives that have an additional 
purpose are, on average, co-located, and co-
location, on average, is associated with better 
participation. Similarly, having an additional 
purpose is correlated with general and mental 
health, wanting to live in “this” co-operative, 
being located in a metropolitan area, and the 
presence of shared facilities, which are all 
augmenting factors for participation and/or 
good outcomes. 

Thus, as argued previously, the diversity of 
the sector is important for strong outcomes. 
Whether it is having a formal (or informal) 
additional purpose, co-location, shared 
facilities, or simply wanting to live in the 
particular co-operative they live in, tenant-
members can find the co-operative that suits 
their values and enables equitable participation 
and good outcomes, when there is a diversity 
of housing co-operatives.
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As mentioned before, my co-op is 
like family to us. We have similar 
values and traditions. Each member 
has a talent to share for the good 
of the co-op. We attend social and 
religious activities in a group. 
We joined similar community 
organisations, like similar food, and 
me and friends of the community. 
We support [cultural group], 
Australian and other multicultural 
groups in times of need and in 
cultural events [SURVEY 255].

Living in a co-op housing is a 
dream. It provides long-term 
security of housing situation, rent 
rates are affordable, opportunity 
to provide shelter for people with 
disability like me, having a chance 
to experience equal rights among 
members of the co-ops, cooperation 
and shared talents [SURVEY 192].

For some co-operatives, having an additional 
purpose extends their participation and 
contribution beyond their co-operative to 
other community groups, activities, and events. 
A shared sense of purpose and values sees 
tenant-members collaborate for the benefit not 
only for their own co-operative but also for the 
wider community.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES 
Many participants referred to the benefits of 
living in a co-operative within which they felt 
a cultural, social, or ideological affinity. Often, 
these reflections were intertwined with other 
issues such as how co-operative activities 
are carried out, or a sense of community, 
or how living in a co-operative has enabled 
other outcomes in their lives. In the qualitative 
response below, the tenant-member describes 
a range of positive outcomes they experience 
through living in their co-operative:

Source: Common Equity NSW, New South Wales, used with permission.
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48. See Crabtree et al (2019).

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
As shown in Figure 46, most respondents 
(n=210, 86%) indicated that their house felt 
very much or somewhat like a home. Some 
(11%) indicated that their house at times felt 
like home but did not at other times. A small 
proportion of participants (n=9, 4%) did not 
think that their co-operative dwelling felt like 
home.

SENSE OF HOME
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Most survey respondents (86%) feel very much or somewhat at home in their co-operative, 
and 11% said their co-operative sometimes feels like home and sometimes doesn’t. 
 
Participants’ sense of home correlated with their satisfaction with the size of their home, 
as well as their physical and mental health, and the type of their home. There were also 
correlations with gender and whether the participant has a role in their co-operative. 
 
Tenure security, being able to make changes to their dwelling, sense of community or support, 
safety, being able to age in place, a sense of agency and empowerment, location, and ability 
to move between homes within the co-operative were all part of what makes a co-operative 
feel like home. 
 
Where relevant, a lack of stability and security, conflicts with other tenant-members, issues 
with maintenance and repairs, and a perceived lack of voice were part of what makes a co-
operative not feel like home.

I love living here. It’s safe, affordable 
and I have been able to paint it 
the colours I like. Over the years 
there have been improvements that 
have impacted on my health (like 
getting decent ceiling insulation 
and a combustion heater). I have a 
beautiful garden which keeps me 
mentally and physically healthy 
[SURVEY 57].

Previous research finds that housing co-
operatives deliver a range of outcomes to 
tenant-members with regards to their sense 
of home, affordability, stability, security, safety, 
and satisfaction with housing quality including 
issues around maintenance.48 In addition to 
those outcomes, participants in this project 
also highlighted aspects of safety, the location 
and layout of their co-op’s properties, and the 
ability to move between homes over their life 
course. Each of these is addressed below.

CHAPTER 10. HOUSING OUTCOMES: 
SENSE OF HOME, 
AFFORDABILITY,  
STABILITY, SAFETY,  
AND QUALITY

Participants’ sense of home correlated with 
their satisfaction with the size of their home 
(primary determinant), their physical and 
mental health, and the type of their home 
(Table 29). There were also correlations with 
gender (women slightly lower sense of home at 
5% level) and whether the participant has a role 
in their co-operative (tenant-members with a 
formal role higher sense of home at 10% level).

No, I strongly feel 
not at home: 0.8%

No, I do not feel very 
much at home: 2.9%

Sometimes feels like home and
other times does not: 10.6%

Yes, I feel somewhat
at home: 11.4%

Yes, I feel very much 
at home: 74.3%

Feeling of home

FIGURE 46. Survey  
participants’ sense of home
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For others, knowing that they had tenure 
security and a resulting sense of ownership 
meant that they felt confident to commit to a 
property, personalising it and making changes, 
including being able to make changes that 
improve the quality of the house and garden: 

We can plant our garden knowing 
we can stay [SURVEY 10].

The rental is manageable, and I 
have spent a lot of my money on 
improving the house [SURVEY 153].

I chose this home 27 years ago and 
maintained it like it was my own 
home [SURVEY 185].

These quotes point to some of the value that 
co-operative tenant-members bring to the 
sector. Respondents also made connections 
between senses of community or support 
in the co-operative and feelings of home. 
Feeling supported by their co-operative’s 
community contributed a sense of belonging 
and connection. 

Having affordable secure housing 
and developing gardening skills and 
having deeper relationships with 
friendly neighbours makes me feel 
safe and at home [SURVEY 177].

Lifelong tenure which means a 
better quality of life and also the 
safety of having your friends nearby 
within the building [SURVEY 190].

I had to move so many times as a 
single mother, every time knowing 
I’d have to urgently find new, safe, 
continuous housing for three people 
and pay for every aspect of the move, 
bond, and rent. The pressure, the 
fear, was insane. Living here my kids 
grew up – the neighbours are great, 
the public transport is there and 
it’s been a pretty safe and friendly 
community. Lifelong friendship 
and family bonds continue. I love 
gardening here and can stay active 
as I age... I love my neighbours. I’m 
home [SURVEY 106].

As these examples capture, security of tenure 
brought a sense of continuity of home. 
Residents felt secure and able to invest in 
their home and connect with their community. 
Tenure security also brought residents 
confidence that they would be able to age in 
place: 

I am so grateful for my home – it 
is my home. My security as I get 
older, the place my grandchildren 
have always known as ‘Nana’s 
house’. Never have I felt so at 
peace knowing this is my forever 
home – as long as my health allows 
[SURVEY 93].

Long term tenure that’s affordable 
and secure regardless of my 
employment status (i.e retirement/
unexpected loss of employment) 
means I can call this place home for 
ever [SURVEY 166].

WHEN A CO-OPERATIVE  
FEELS LIKE HOME 
Longstanding research and discussions 
around homemaking identify the important 
connection between feelings of security and 
senses of home (see for example: Power, 
2023; Hiscock et al, 2001; Dupuis and Thorns, 
1998). Tenure security was the most common 
theme identified by survey respondents as 
contributing to their sense of home as the 
following quotes capture: 

First time I’ve ever felt secure 
[SURVEY 142].

Security of tenure counts for a lot 
[SURVEY 95].

Some respondents drew contrasts with the 
private rental sector, identifying how the 
greater tenure security, agency, and privacy in 
their co-operative contributed to their sense 
of home: 

Unlike the broader rental market 
there is continuity and affordability. 
Meaning the rent won’t increase 
too rapidly or the property will 
not be sold to an investor. As we 
manage maintenance matters 
ourselves there is a sense of pride 
and engagement with the space. We 
don’t have to argue with landlords 
to get basic needs attended to. 
My privacy is respected and I can 
interact with a close community 
when I feel like it [SURVEY 8].



westernsydney.edu.au

THE VALUE OF HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES IN AUSTRALIA

121

Work starts then don’t finish. There 
is a lot of things that need to be 
done in the place so frustrating 
[SURVEY 84].

For others, their sense of home was 
compromised by a perceived lack of 
agency, including feeling unable to make 
accommodation for disability. For example: 

It feels like my home until I 
need to ask permission to make 
improvements [SURVEY 96].

I cannot do anything in this unit 
without written permission from 
my coop. Repairs I much rather 
do myself as zillion questions are 
asked as to why something needs 
to be done even simple things like 
changing washers (it is tiring) or 
doing service to heating... [The CHP] 
does not want to know [SURVEY 184].

Lastly, for a few respondents, the requirement 
to participate in their co-operative itself 
undermined their sense of home. Fo00r 
example: 

Part of my home is like an office due 
to workload [SURVEY 121].

WHEN A CO-OPERATIVE DOES NOT 
FEEL LIKE HOME 
Factors that contributed to a co-operative 
house not feeling like a home included 
disagreements with neighbours within 
the co-operative, or neighbours that made 
respondents feel unsafe or threatened: 

Recently my fellow co-op neighbour 
has made the place feel toxic and not 
community at all [SURVEY 5].

My neighbours scare me and I do 
not feel comfortable spending time 
in the communal areas [SURVEY 13].

For some, even though they have tenure 
stability, renting feels insecure and detracts 
from feelings of home. In some cases, this is 
compounded by relationships with the CHP: 

[The CHP] make it abundantly clear 
we are just renters with little rights 
[SURVEY 139]

When I first joined the [co-op] 
before [the CHP] it felt like my own 
home but since [the CHP has] taken 
over the [co-op] it feels a lot of the 
time like being in private rental 
[SURVEY 179].

Respondents’ sense of home was also 
sometimes undermined by problems with 
maintenance. Some respondents who flagged 
that their co-operative dwelling does not feel 
like home said: 

Repairs are needed but not 
completed [SURVEY 49].

For some, that feeling of community and home 
was underpinned by a sense of safety: 

When I am back on co-op property 
it feels like home and it feels safe, 
people know me and are friendly 
[SURVEY 24].

It makes me feel at ease. I have a 
sense of belonging and I feel safe 
[SURVEY 128].

Feeling a sense of agency and empowerment 
also contributed to feelings of home for a 
number of respondents: 

…having the ‘right’ to contribute 
to the running and democratic 
decision making of my co-op 
provides everyone the opportunity 
to shape and influence the 
community in a positive way 
again making it feel ‘like home’ 
[SURVEY 166].

It’s long-term housing that I’m 
empowered to control and care 
for and make it my own. It’s the 
empowerment and stability that 
is extremely important. Also, 
my co-op is also an ‘intentional 
community’ which ensures I feel at 
home knowing my neighbours a bit 
like family [SURVEY 246].
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AFFORDABILITY AS A CLEAR BENEFIT
Affordability was frequently identified by 
respondents as an important benefit and value 
of living in a housing co-operative, both across 
the survey (133 mentions) and interviews 
(18 mentions). Affordability was frequently 
mentioned as a primary benefit in conjunction 
with stability and security, for example: 

Ability to live as long as I am alive, 
on a reasonable rent, managing the 
property as though it was my own 
[SURVEY 44].

Having safe secure and affordable 
housing has been amazing. Whilst 
I would love the financial gain from 
owning my own property, I did 
not have that opportunity, but I 
appreciate not having to move house 
for over 25 yrs and be subjected 
to the whims of a private landlord 
[SURVEY 217]. 

Respondents particularly identified the 
affordability of the sector as a benefit relative 
to the private rental sector. Affordability was 
also seen to bring a greater sense of control 
and mental wellbeing to residents. 

FIGURE 47. Survey respondents’ satisfaction with affordability

AFFORDABILITY
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The majority (82%) of survey respondents 
were satisfied with the affordability of their 
homes. 
 
Affordability was deeply connected to 
feelings of stability and security.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
As shown in Figure 47, 82% of survey 
respondents were either somewhat or 
extremely satisfied with the affordability of 
their co-operative home. 

Extremely 
satisfied: 56.4%

Somewhat 
satisfied: 25.5%

Neither satisfied 
nor dissatisfied: 8.2%

Somewhat 
dissatisfied: 5.8%

Extremely 
dissatisfied: 4.1%
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Affordability also brought a sense of financial 
security and an ability to budget, and to 
support children: 

Raising a family on a low income 
it’s hard to go past the affordability 
and the stability co-ops offer over 
private rental. Stability includes 
belonging to a neighbourhood 
and not having to keep changing 
schools and friends according to 
rental rises – or at the whim of a 
landlord. Choosing your neighbours 
– building a community – that’s a 
great benefit too [SURVEY 72].

I’m so glad that I was able to get 
into a housing co-op. Because even 
though now, okay, I’ve got a much 
better job than ever before, I’m 
earning more money than ever 
before, even with that, if I had to go 
into private rental now, even with 
being a [profession], I would really, 
really struggle. And there’s no way I 
would have been able to support [my 
child] with her passion for [activity] 
and with classes and all of those 
sorts of things if I hadn’t been in a 
housing co-op. I would have had to 
say to her, “I’m sorry, you can’t do 
that.” And she wouldn’t be doing 
what she’s doing today if we weren’t 
living in this house. So that’s the 
sort of change that [co-operative] 
housing can make in people’s lives 
[INTERVIEW 21].

In addition to buffering unforeseen changes 
in life, housing affordability brought the 
opportunity to proactively pursue positive life 
changes. This included being able to pursue 
education opportunities that would not have 
been possible in more costly housing: 

…living in secure affordable 
accommodation is life changing. 
It has enabled me to go back to 
study and to have time to do things 
that are constructive rather than 
running around finding money to 
give to private landlords. I have 
loved going to co-op meetings and 
enjoy the company of the other co-
op members [SURVEY 129].

Affordable and stable housing with 
my co-op meant that I could return 
to higher education and complete 
a university degree. I am the first 
person in my family to have gone to 
university. As a mature age student 
I could not afford to reduce my 
working hours to partake in higher 
education and afford rent in private 
rental market. Thanks to my co-op 
I am now in a rewarding career 
(8yrs+) with more financial stability 
and in turn have been able to 
increase my super contributions for 
a independent/secure retirement 
[SURVEY 166]. 

Apart from co-op housing I’ve only 
lived in private rental. The benefits 
of living without the stress of private 
landlords, rising rents, uncertain 
tenancy is enormous [SURVEY 36].

Being in [co-op] housing radically 
changed and continues to impact 
the course of my life and choices. 
Safe, secure, affordable housing 
within a co-operative of likeminded 
people helped me be happy and 
successful. I’ve raised my family 
here and love my home [SURVEY 164].

Further, affordability was identified as a buffer, 
ensuring security at moments of life stress or 
change: 

Sense of ownership, rent calculated 
to my circumstances so as I have 
become sick and worked less I have 
been able to keep my home. Met 
some fantastic people [SURVEY 43].

The main benefit for me was always 
if I stopped working that my rent 
would go down to reflect my new 
income [SURVEY 185].

Affordability was also discussed with regards 
to the income implications of ageing: 

The security of affordable housing 
and secure tenancy is important 
to elderly people who only have 
a pension. Living in a co-op has 
reduced the stress of renting 
[SURVEY 125].
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AFFORDABILITY – SOME ISSUES RAISED
For a minority of respondents, the affordability 
of the sector and relative unaffordability of 
other housing means they felt stuck and 
unable to move out of an undesirable housing 
context. This was caused by breakdowns in 
co-operative functionality or instances of 
interpersonal conflict:

I FEEL homeless. Because I am 
stuck here and have nowhere else, 
I can afford to go (with exception 
of being on other hopefully more 
functional co-op waiting lists). 
The housing I was staying in 
prior to taking this tenancy is no 
longer available and THERE IS 
NOWHERE ELSE AFFORDABLE 
[SURVEY 86].

I would move from the co-op if I 
could afford to, but I can’t – the 
level of toxicity is really bad for my 
mental health [SURVEY 52].

However, as also discussed under Principle 2 
Democratic member control, the intensifying 
need for affordable housing was seen to be 
presenting some challenges to the ongoing 
viability of the sector.

There used to be many benefits, 
cheaper rents, participation, now it’s 
nothing some people are just there 
for the house they don’t care about 
the co-op, they want, want and want 
but are not willing to do anything to 
keep the co-op going, co-operatives 
need to go back to what they were, 
one thing was consequences for 
non-participation and involvement 
now it’s nothing [SURVEY 96].

It seems to me, looking at what’s 
happened now, that perhaps 
some members who come in are 
not so interested in being part of 
the community, but they like the 
cheap rent. […] Which it is. It’s very 
reasonable rent, which has become 
even more desirable in this post 
-COVID climate [INTERVIEW 12].

Housing affordability was reported as 
contributing to individual and group 
wellbeing, both physical and mental, and 
allowing participants to live in desirable 
areas: 

Housing co-ops offer the possibility 
of long-term affordability and 
security which play a crucial role 
in individual and group well-being, 
resilience and productivity [SURVEY 

64].

What makes it different? Well, 
I think the property itself is 
something I would never be able to 
afford on the private rental market... 
Also, its proximity; it’s five minutes 
from town to where the bulk of my 
social life happens, or my social 
contacts are around here so it gives 
us a much better standard of living 
and that would be how I would 
differentiate it from other places 
that I have lived in... We’re in [a 
highly desired and expensive] area 
[INTERVIEW 17].
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Relatedly, one interviewee flagged that 
the value of their ‘sweat equity’ should be 
offsetting rents, but is not:

So, we’ve had someone from [the 
CHP] come in recently with a real 
estate agent […] and they were 
assessing the value of the houses. 
And, I mean, we all found that 
very intrusive, and – so, they were 
looking at establishing the market 
rate of the buildings. And, I mean, 
I would say that because of all 
the work that we put into it, we 
should be paying much less than 
the normal market rate for rent, 
because we’re actually – we’re doing 
this with [sweat] equity, you know? 
[…] I feel that co-operatives are – 
they’re kind of – they’re outside of 
that economic model of growth and 
constant maximising returns and 
all of that sort of stuff. That’s not 
what we want to do. We just want 
to have somewhere nice to live, and 
we’re willing to make a bit of effort 
to do that. [INTERVIEW 16]. 

For some, the income-indexed rents became 
problematic as incomes rose, and the ongoing 
requirement to contribute on top of full-
time work in such instances was felt to be 
inequitable. For example: 

I am full time employed, but the 
only one in my family working […] 
I am also sick. I am paying a rent 
which is actually the same as on the 
market[…] It is cheaper for me to be 
unemployed pay minimum rent and 
be at home looking after my family. 
There is no incentive to work. The 
only benefit there is to my co-op 
who gets XX% of my rent, as others 
in my co-op are on pensions. I do as 
much work as any other member of 
my co-op – but there is no assistance 
for me. I will be quitting my 
employment very soon as I cannot 
continue with the stress of work and 
working for my co-op (they expect 
that despite working full time that I 
equally participate) [SURVEY 184].
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FIGURE 49. How long participants would like to stay in their co-operative home

FIGURE 48. Participants’ ability to stay in their home as long as they want

HOUSING STABILITY, 
SECURITY
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Most respondents can live in their co-
operative home for as long as they like, and 
most respondents want to live in their co-
operative home for the rest of their life. 
 
Feelings of stability and security were 
driven mainly by the security of tenure, but 
also by the relationships, community, and 
role of the co-operative. 
 
Feelings of instability and insecurity were 
often driven by recent reforms to state 
and national housing policies, particularly 
new policy frameworks to regulate housing 
co-operatives within a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach, and uncertainty regarding the 
future of co-operatives.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
When asked if they could live in their co-
operative home as long as they want, 81% 
(n=196) of participants responded affirmatively 
(Figure 48). Figure 49 shows that 74% 
expressed a desire to live in their co-operative 
for the rest of their life, while 19% were unsure 
how long they wanted to stay in their co-
operative.
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Stable long-term housing changed 
my children’s experience from 
transient & under constant threat, 
to one where they can lay down 
roots & build confidence, long-
term friendships & to be able to 
invite friends over. It didn’t happen 
early enough in their lives, but it 
happened in their teens, so better 
than never!! [SURVEY 284].

As seen in the responses on affordability, 
stability also connected to individual 
respondents’ own education: 

Feeling secure even when getting an 
education and then a job [SURVEY 33].

Removing rental stress meant I was 
then able to focus energy on health, 
then education, then finding part 
time work which suited my health 
limitations [Survey 75].

As with affordability, respondents saw stability 
as positively affecting their mental health. 

I am on a disability pension, so 
participation is difficult, but I’m 
happy living in my home, & hope to 
stay forever... It has made me secure 
[Survey 153].

Living in a co-op house has given 
me security in my tenancy and 
financially to pursue employment 
and other activities. Overall, this 
has been beneficial to general 
wellbeing and health [SURVEY 131].

Tenure security in co-operatives can be seen as 
having a positive impact on tenant-members’ 
lives, including a strong sense of connection 
and belonging within the local community, and 
stability for children, with a particular focus on 
their children’s educational outcomes. 

I was able to give my child a secure 
home and give her the education 
she required because I was in stable 
affordable housing [SURVEY 28].

As a single mum of two primary 
school children who’d experienced 
family violence and lost all my 
assets, being finally housed with 
the co-op after trying to find safe, 
secure housing for years was a 
complete salvation to our family 
of three. The kids could have 
continuity of contact with family, 
schools and friends [SURVEY 106].

Additionally, for many, living in a housing 
co-operative enabled a better life and home 
environment for their children: 

Just not having to worry about 
security of tenancy has allowed me 
and my family to be able to commit 
our time to so many more things, 
especially building a family home 
and having this base to build our 
lives around knowing we can relax 
and not face the prospect of having 
to move on short notice in a regular 
lease. For a family of 6, the stress 
this caused was very real and very 
detrimental [SURVEY 61].

FEELING STABLE AND SECURE 
Security was a key value afforded by co-
operative housing and as shown above, 
for co-operative tenant-members, security 
connects with feelings of home. In this section 
we explore feelings of security in more 
depth, identifying the broader benefits that 
respondents attributed to living in secure 
housing and the attributes of that stability. 
Again, many of the respondents compared 
this sense of security to the instability of the 
private rental market.

Life long tenure without having to 
worry about whether or not your 
landlord is going to sell or you might 
have to move again in 12 months. I 
can create my home in the way that I 
like instead of living out of boxes all 
of the time [SURVEY 190].

Well, the co-operative, it’s a group of 
people working to achieve the same 
goals. And it’s absolute security 
because, once you’re in the home, 
if you do the right thing by our 
active membership agreement, 
pay your rent, look after the home, 
and participate where you can, so 
it’s security. No one can come in 
and sell the house from under you. 
That’s the main thing, security 
[INTERVIEW 18].
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FEELING UNSTABLE AND INSECURE 
While the vast majority of survey and interview 
respondents reported feeling secure in their co-
operative and in the sector and identified clear 
benefits from this security, a small number 
did not (7 survey mentions of 191). Three main 
concerns were identified by those respondents. 

One was a concern about tenure, including 
concern about their ongoing eligibility if 
their income changed or they received an 
inheritance, and a desire to sign a longer 
lease (3 people). Two people flagged their 
worry about whether a dominant or bullying 
director had the power to evict them if they 
complained. Lastly, two respondents focused 
on the position and future of social housing in 
Australia and whether this would undermine 
the security that they valued in the sector, 
and whether gentrification would make them 
targets of bias or intolerance. For example: 

We don’t have equity in the 
building, and as an inner-city co-op, 
always have an awareness of the 
ongoing appreciation and sheer level 
of our land/building’s monetary 
value, which, in an environment of 
consistent inner-city public housing 
selloffs and ‘redevelopments’ is 
cause for worry, and disincentivises 
‘home building’. Lack of equity 
also prevents us (disincentivises) 
from adapting &/or decorating the 
building to the extent desired (i.e., 
it would look wildly different if we 
had equity stake and thus presumed 
permanence), which would make 
it more like a home and encourage 
commitment. Rapidly gentrifying 
and demographic changing 
neighbourhood – some class 
friction, more alienating, more fear 
of being targeted [SURVEY 32].

As discussed, many respondents saw the 
stability of co-operatives in contrast to their 
previous experience o instability in the private 
rental market. One interviewee spoke of the 
ongoing internal sense of instability that had 
created, and their conscious effort to transition 
to a sense of stability:

The housing co-op for me means 
that I have a stability – I’m not 
getting told I’m going to go 
elsewhere, rather than being ready 
to pack up and move in the next 
year every time, so. Still getting into 
that habit though […] This sounds 
weird […] but I was actually talking 
to one of our newer members as well 
[…] And she was talking to me and 
saying, “[…] I still can’t get all these 
boxes unpacked.” I said, “Okay, leave 
them packed until you get into the 
mindset that you know that you’re 
not going anywhere else.” And that 
was for me I mean, and I’m still 
learning that myself […] So she’s 
feeling the same thing as well, and 
it’s something that I think even 
though we come into it knowing 
that this is our forever home until 
we want to – until we possibly move 
within the co-op again, if we choose 
to, but we don’t have to move – We 
need to have some sort of program 
that actually gets people into that 
mindset, because it’s one thing to 
know it, and it’s one thing to know 
it, if that makes sense […] maybe 
that’s just something else that [the 
CHP] can implement, is how you get 
over the mindset of not having to 
move again. [INTERVIEW 7]

In the survey and interview responses, security 
is also connected with feelings of community, 
knowing neighbours, and growing as part of a 
community: 

Security of tenancy above 12 
months for a family is super 
important, I cannot stress this 
enough. Affordable rent comes in at 
#2. The community involvement is 
a big bonus, the main feeling being 
that we are all in it together and 
can help each other out as well as 
work together and leverage better 
housing outcomes for everyone 
[SURVEY 61].

Security of tenure allows some 
peace of mind. Forever on guard and 
protecting that sense of security 
becomes more important with age. 
Some happiness comes from helping 
others and living in a co-op provides 
countless opportunities for that to 
occur [SURVEY 95].

As part of being in a community, being able to 
bring benefit to the local community was also 
seen as bound up in overall stability:

Having secure housing has allowed 
me to expand into my life and 
imagine possibilities for myself 
beyond survival. I have more time to 
give to others and to give to myself. 
Living in the co-op has enriched 
my life, and in turn, I have a strong 
sense of duty to the co-op and our 
future members to ensure others 
have access to the same experience 
[SURVEY 218].
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For one respondent, their identity as a co-
operative tenant-member was intimately 
intertwined with both their identity as queer 
and living with disability, and their co-
op’s politics. Various aspects of proximity, 
community, and safety were key to this:

[…] Could not live in [this city], let 
alone near the city/CBD without 
(on low income, e.g., DSP). This is 
a big safety issue for visible queer/
trans. Proximity to better access to 
services for above. Allows a focus on 
political, artistic, subcultural and 
community activities (that is largely 
lost to increasingly stratospheric 
work/rent pressures otherwise). 
Many of the myriad projects, 
events, publications, and political 
work coming out of the co-op are 
underpinned by this. […] safety 
in gated building (from street) 
– incomparably less negotiating 
the transphobia of landlords, 
neighbours, ‘citizen vigilantes’ 
etc. etc. and thus less generalised 
anxiety and stress of this [SURVEY 32].

Lastly, at the intersection of issues of safety, 
location, layout, and choice, the co-operative 
being dispersed can bring choice for people 
who need to move into a safer situation 
without leaving their co-operative.

FEELINGS OF SAFETY
Qualitative survey responses sometimes 
identified the safety of their co-operative 
housing as a benefit. Safety was most often 
listed alongside affordability and security as an 
important benefit of living in a co-operative, 
for example: 

The benefits cannot be 
underestimated of safe, secure 
affordable housing supported by 
like-minded people [SURVEY 164].

In co-op housing, you enjoy the 
company of other tenants who 
support and care for your well-
being. You feel safe and cared for in 
times you need help. We look after 
each other [SURVEY 258].

Across the comments in the survey, safety 
appears as a function of the location of the 
co-operative housing (it is located in an area 
that is perceived to be safe) and as a function 
of living in a supportive community (my 
community makes me feel safe). Additionally, 
several tenant-members talked about safety 
from previously unsafe situations, including 
family violence:

I get financial support and I was 
able to move into a fairly safe house 
away from the domestic violence 
[SURVEY 186].

SAFETY 
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Safety was identified as an important 
benefit of living in a co-operative in 
qualitative responses. Further analysis of 
these qualitative responses shows that: 
 

≥ Feeling safe is reported as fundamental  
 to wellbeing and can be life-changing  
 (and even life-saving) for tenant-  
 members. 
 

≥ Co-operatives have provided a safe living   
 environment for tenant-members   
 seeking to re-establish their lives after   
 escaping domestic and family violence.  
 

≥ Feeling safe and being supported within   
 the co-operative community was also   
 reported by people who had experienced   
 discrimination in the broader community   
 (for example people who identify as   
 queer or transgender).  
 

Having a dispersed co-operative may 
provide options for people who would like 
to move to a safer situation without leaving 
their co-operative.
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THE ROLE OF CO-OPERATIVISM IN SATISFACTION WITH HOUSING QUALITY
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Housing quality was an important benefit 
identified within the survey responses, with 
property quality and maintenance in the sector 
compared favourably to the private rental 
sector. Respondents particularly identified 
connections between housing quality and the 
work contributed by co-operative members. 
Figure 50 shows the primary correlations 
for satisfaction with housing quality, again 
highlighting the role of co-cooperativism in 
shaping outcomes.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Satisfaction correlates with older age, 
better general health, better mental health, 
and participation in the co-operative.  
 
Statistically, people who participate more, 
are more satisfied (also see Principle 2 
Democratic member control).  
 
People who wanted to live in their co-
operative are more satisfied than people 
who had no preference for a housing co-
operative over other forms of housing.

HOUSING SATISFACTION, 
QUALITY, AND MAINTENANCE

The sense of belonging and 
responsibility leads to well-
maintained buildings and grounds 
and the ability to share common 
space satisfies many needs that 
are not found in individual rental 
properties [SURVEY 8].

FIGURE 50. Connections between co-operativism and housing quality satisfaction
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FIGURE 52. Survey respondents’ satisfaction with areas in and around their co-operative

FIGURE 51. Survey respondents’ satisfaction with their dwelling

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
As shown in Figure 51, the majority of 
respondents were somewhat or extremely 
satisfied with various aspects of their co-
operative home. Similarly, Figure 52 shows 
that most respondents were somewhat or 
extremely satisfied with the areas in and 
around their co-operative. However, Figure 53 
shows lower numbers of respondents (46%) 
who were somewhat or extremely satisfied 
with the accessibility of their home for people 
with physical disabilities, which signals issues 
for an ageing population and for inclusivity 
more broadly. 

Analysis of the survey data showed that, 
statistically:

 ≥ Tenant-members who participate more, are 
more satisfied with their housing.

 ≥ Tenant members who wanted to live in 
their co-operative, or in any co-operative, 
are more satisfied with their housing than 
those who had no preference for living in a 
housing co-operative.

 ≥ Higher rates of housing satisfaction are 
seen amongst older tenant members, and 
amongst those in good general health and 
good mental health. 

 ≥ Those who think their co-operative is doing 
a good job are more satisfied with their 
housing.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Many survey respondents identified housing 
quality as a key benefit of living in a co-
operative, with the following being indicative 
responses:

Lovely houses, affordable rent and 
being able to make it your home 
[SURVEY 269].

It was new when we moved in, so 
we are the only people who have 
lived in this house. Everything 
about it looks the way we want it to 
[SURVEY 28].
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Previous literature has suggested that tenant-
members’ input into, or control over, the 
maintenance of their housing co-operative’s 
stock drives better housing outcomes, such as 
senses of satisfaction with housing quality and 
condition. That literature describes the sense 
of satisfaction as being due to the co-operative 
undertaking repairs and maintenance more 
quickly and more in line with tenant-members’ 
aspirations for their homes. 

To test that theory, we examined survey 
respondents’ sense of satisfaction with their 
housing according to a range of variables and 
found several statistically significant outcomes. 

The hypotheses test and data explanation are 
in the technical report and the summaries of 
the hypotheses are shown in Table 30 and 
Table 31.

Importantly, people who are older, and people 
who report higher levels of general and 
mental health, show higher levels of housing 
satisfaction. Also, having a formal role and 
participating more often in co-operative 
activities are statistically significant drivers of 
housing satisfaction. This was not affected by 
how much responsibility a tenant-member’s co-
operative has, as the typology variables were 
found to not be affecting survey responses.

FIGURE 53. Survey respondents’ satisfaction with the accessibility of their home

This means that it is not the nature and extent 
of a co-operative’s responsibility for repairs 
and maintenance in themselves that drive a 
tenant-member’s satisfaction with housing 
quality. Instead, housing satisfaction is driven 
by the nature and extent of an individual 
tenant-member’s involvement in their co-
operative and their sense of how well their 
co-operative is doing that work. Given the 
correlations between housing satisfaction 
with age and health, overall it can be said that 
people who are older, who report better health, 
who wanted to live in their co-operative, and 
who participate in their co-operative, are more 
satisfied with their housing.

This pattern holds regardless of whether the 
co-operative has a lot of responsibility for 
repairs and maintenance, or less responsibility. 
This suggests that some of the key drivers of 
housing satisfaction are agency and the ability 
to contribute, rather than the absolute level 
of responsibility that the co-operative has. 
Further, it suggests that housing satisfaction, 
participation, age, agency, and feelings of 
health are intertwined and possibly mutually 
reinforcing each other. The significance of 
agency can be seen in tenant-member open-
ended survey answers as well, for example:

The main benefits are affordable 
rent, well maintained properties, 
access to the co-op committee and 
involvement in running [the co-op] 
if able [SURVEY 125].

Survey participants’ and interviewees’ 
discussion of their housing satisfaction are 
explored below.
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In a co-op we look after our own 
homes which gives us more pride 
and we find they are looked after 
better than public housing [SURVEY 

159].

The ability to maintain the co-operative 
homes well was also connected to a sense 
of responsibility, both amongst maintenance 
committees and the tenant-members receiving 
the service.

[…] I sort of drive a lot of that 
information with everyone and 
get them all on board with it, get 
their information, talk to them, 
find out their needs and start 
the process. And then I pass that 
information on to maintenance 
and – we have a better conversation 
with our members […] We see 
them as members, as colleagues, 
and so when we do a maintenance 
inspection we will say, “What do you 
need to make things better for you 
here in your house?” And, “Give us 
that list,” and we work through that 
list and we try and get these houses 
– and sometimes it just turned out 
to be half a dozen little things, and it 
was only a few hundred dollars to fix 
up a house, but it made the member 
feel better in their home. And then 
we’re able to say, “Well, how do 
you feel about your home?” “I feel 
happy about my home, I continue 
to want to live here, I want to do 
things, I’ll take care of my home,” 
just because we do a few little things 
[INTERVIEW 15].

satisfaction with their housing and their sense 
of whether their co-operative was doing a 
good job of property maintenance and repairs.

[...] co-op is an infrastructure/
asset that we work to maintain to 
give other people this opportunity 
(living in queer/left/etc. co-op) 
& to pass onto others in future 
[SURVEY 32].

In line with the correlation between 
respondents’ housing satisfaction and their 
own participation in property and grounds 
activities, respondents reported a sense 
of agency and pride in the work that they 
contributed to maintaining properties within 
the co-operative. Further, they connected this 
not only with overall property quality, but also 
with a sense of community and being able to 
look out for other co-operative members: 

And what we really do well is each 
area that are our responsibility, 
we do what is required of us. And 
that’s one thing I’m 100 per cent 
proud of, I’m proud of each and 
every one of us. I know that, when 
I lay down at each night, put my 
head on the pillow, I know that each 
of our properties has compliance 
certificates for all electrical, all 
wiring, all gas smoke detectors. We 
have companies that go in and check 
out all of that every year. I know for 
a fact that our renters are safe in 
their properties, their properties 
are really good. They’ve got heating, 
they’ve got cooling, they’ve got a 
good secure roof over their head 
[INTERVIEW 18].

SATISFACTION WITH HOUSING QUALITY 
AND WHAT SUPPORTS IT
Reflecting the statistical findings above, those 
satisfied with their housing quality identified 
prompt maintenance as a particular strength 
of the sector. Across the typology, respondents 
highlighted that maintenance issues were dealt 
with quickly and, often, on a schedule: 

They are better to live in because 
rent is low and any maintenance 
issues are dealt with in a timely 
manner [SURVEY 15].

The space is comfortable and has 
good heating... Any issues I have had 
with my home have been sorted by 
the co-op immediately [SURVEY 204].

Property maintenance was seen as much better 
than in the private rental sector, reflecting 
earlier findings about tenant-members’ 
satisfaction with housing affordability, security, 
and sense of home: 

Easier to get maintenance repairs 
completed than in the private rental 
system [SURVEY 185].

Our co-op cares just as much 
about our house as we do and 
actually wants to know if there are 
maintenance issues as opposed to 
it being an expense and a burden 
to real estate appointed property 
managers that I have dealt with 
[SURVEY 61].

Respondents that felt there was higher quality 
housing in the sector noted how this was 
supported by the work and commitment of co-
operative members. This reflects the statistical 
correlation between tenant-members’ 
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Some respondents felt their co-operative 
had taken on more responsibility than they 
should have to, or expressed a desire for the 
co-operative to have more responsibility, due 
to dissatisfaction with the CHP’s property and 
grounds services:

We could be – actually, we could be 
better supported if – let’s say [the 
CHP] actually would allow us to – 
at least allow us to overcome the 
restrictions, restrictions of their 
policies. And at the same time, allow 
us to make changes to our facilities 
without their intervention. And 
allow us also…to select people who 
will do the work. Because as of now, 
[the CHP] actually… they select the 
service [INTERVIEW 3].

For some, dissatisfaction with repairs and 
maintenance was connected to feeling 
that their participation in the co-operative 
was undervalued, or that the CHP was not 
providing value for money, especially when 
tenant-members’ contributions of labour were 
factored in: 

we find that there are only a 
handful of people…that are willing 
to participate, when [the CHP] are 
advised they just expect for the 
ones that are doing something to 
do more, we are not paid and pay 
full cost rent, which is extremely 
high, [the CHP] sometimes want 
to do quick fixes however they are 
charging very high rents… so they 
should be providing quality homes 
for the price of rents [SURVEY 96].

HOUSING QUALITY ISSUES 
Conversely to the section above, some 
respondents noted that their house was of a 
poor quality or uncomfortable to live in. Again, 
reflecting the correlation between satisfaction 
and the sense of how well work is done, there 
was a sense amongst these respondents that 
maintenance and repair work was not being 
undertaken or prioritised as required, whether 
by their co-operative or the CHP. These 
respondents also often reported a reduced 
sense of agency and adverse impacts on 
physical and mental health, for example:

I have to get a permission to fix 
anything, even if it is urgent or 
impacts the state of the house which 
is poor nevertheless [SURVEY 133].

We’ve got very old houses. When 
these houses were bought, they 
should have been completely 
renovated before anyone was 
allowed to move into them. No, they 
just let people move into them. This 
is where I say [the CHP] failed in 
their responsibility. And the houses 
are costing us a fortune to maintain. 
You know, we’ve had to do a lot of 
work and repair and spend... it’s 
very stressful if your house is falling 
down around you... Nothing’s just 
done easily [INTERVIEW 15].

Further, the sense of responsibility extended to 
include to future concerns: 

It feels like we’ve got a lot of say. I 
think we take the responsibility 
very seriously. We know we can 
spend money however we wanted 
to and no one’s going to stop us, 
but we have that strong sense 
of responsibility in terms of 
stewardship over our buildings to 
maintain them in a good way so that 
they’re going to last and endure, to 
keep our places looking neat, clean 
and landscape well, and to ensure 
we have the financial resources put 
away for long term maintenance 
[INTERVIEW 6].

Such feelings of agency also contributed to 
a sense that, even if the house was not ideal, 
there was a capacity to do something about it: 

Our properties aren’t perfect, but 
we have at least the space to be able 
to address the issues that come 
up, so that’s a massive difference. I 
think being in private rentals and 
just being beholden to the landlord 
to respond and having to pester and 
pester [INTERVIEW 10].
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Reflecting the lower levels of satisfaction with 
housing with regards to accessibility, some saw 
design as raising issues for ageing in place, for 
example:

A lot of our houses are not ageing-
friendly. For example, bathtubs 
you’ve got to step into. I’ve got very 
narrow stairs, going up and down 
stairs, and I’ve got some hip issues. 
And that’s difficult for me now 
at [age]. So I’m in a real dilemma 
about, do I put more money into 
making my house liveable for me, 
because I’ve done a lot of upgrades 
myself over the years, when I might 
not be able to live here for maybe 
more than another five years? 
[INTERVIEW 8].

Lastly, while property design and configuration 
weren’t surveyed in depth, they were 
identified as driving poor outcomes by some 
respondents, especially where co-operatives 
had been established in inappropriate or poor-
quality stock:

Initially, the main challenge would 
be designing the co-op flexibly 
enough to meet the needs of 
future tenants. Often, problems 
in co-ops are the direct result of 
tenants living with poor design, 
and no money or permission to fix 
maintenance issues [SURVEY 25].

They’ve had trouble – because of 
the build, the walls are very thin, 
the bedrooms are right next to each 
other – even though it was originally 
setup for singles with no dependents 
– I think, through the history 
of the co-op they’ve had trouble 
sustaining tenancies because their 
share situations haven’t worked so 
well [INTERVIEW 10].

I’m tired of working my butt off 
while others do nothing and get the 
same benefits. I’m also tired of the 
quality of my housing being very 
average. The stress caused by the 
huge amount of work and my time 
having a real value means you are 
realistically paying very high rent 
with money paid and volunteer time 
spent [SURVEY 38].

However, it was also acknowledged that the 
rollout of regulation and greater reporting 
requirements were changing the landscape and 
driving some of the adverse outcomes: 

Yeah, I feel like we’ve got less 
say. But then there’s a lot more 
regulations coming in now that [the 
CHP] has to abide to that we might 
have slipped around. And that is 
taking some of our authority away. 
To be honest, I have been asking 
myself the question of why are we 
still doing the work we do to keep 
the co-op running when I saw[…] 
people leave and be independently 
managed by [the CHP]. They pay the 
same rent I pay. They don’t go to any 
meetings, and they don’t take on any 
roles [INTERVIEW 9].
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Very few of these challenges were seen 
as operating in isolation, and respondents 
frequently would highlight several issues in 
play. For example:

I love this house. And the fact that 
we can – I can do what I want in the 
garden. I can paint it what colour 
I want. You know, there’s a bit of 
flexibility. We’re losing some of that 
now that we’ve joined [the CHP]. 
We don’t have the same freedoms, 
but there are things that – yeah. 
Yeah. There’s something where it 
feels like it’s my home more than 
a rented house… But I suppose we 
still - I think people have gladly 
handed that power to [the CHP] 
because they are taking the weight 
of the admin and the weight of 
the paperwork, the weight of the 
treasury. They do the rents, all 
of that. I think it’s in the area of 
maintenance that we’ve lost some 
flexibility [INTERVIEW 9].

I think the main challenge is 
accepting basic maintenance to do 
things that need to be done. When 
this maintenance fails, they are 
spending more money to fix it. If 
they spent more to begin with these 
issues would not occur. Often then 
the resident has to accept additional 
charges through their utility to 
cover it. If you are on a full pension 
that is covered, but if you aren’t, 
you know, this is going to cost you 
[SURVEY 60].

Overall, with regards to repairs and 
maintenance concerns, the qualitative 
responses below point towards some unclear 
processes, slow responses, and/or a lack of 
resources. These issues are also taken up 
in our discussion of the policy landscape 
in Chapter 12. Challenges and Chapter 13. 
Recommendations for thriving co-operatives:

Well, when we have money and 
we’re able to do up people’s houses, 
that’s successful because people’s 
houses are so run down. We have 
a success when we get, say, [major 
maintenance] done. It’s a success 
for us, you know? But that’s a lot of 
hard work. That’s a lot of us sitting 
behind the scenes, petitioning [the 
CHP], explaining to them, you know, 
this is not good enough. But they 
just go, “Oh, yeah, let’s put a tenant 
in. Just do that” [INTERVIEW 15].



westernsydney.edu.au

THE VALUE OF HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES IN AUSTRALIA

137

49. See Crabtree et al (2019).

Skills development correlates with how much 
time a tenant-member contributes to their 
co-operative, the number of activities they are 
involved in, the regularity of their participation, 
and whether they have a formal role in the co-
operative (Appendix 2, Table 32). There is also 
correlation with levels of physical and mental 
health, and weaker correlations with age and 
educational attainment (that is, whether the 
respondent had completed secondary school, 
TAFE, University, etc.).

As flagged in Chapter 8. Connection: The 
significance and implications of social capital, 
we also found a significant positive relationship 
between social capital and the skills and 
benefits gains reported by tenant-members.

EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Statistical correlation was found between 
skills development and employment 
outcomes; this held for regression analysis 
and was supported by the qualitative data. 
 
Tenant-members see their skills 
development as transferring into their 
workplaces and generating employment 
outcomes.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Although there was no direct statistical 
correlation between participation in the 
housing co-op and employment outcomes, 
correlation was found between skills 
development and employment outcomes. 
Survey respondents also identified that 
the development of skills (through their 
participation) can lead to positive employment 
outcomes when asked about the main benefits 
of living in a co-operative. 

Employment outcomes were also strongly 
correlated with location, physical and mental 
health, levels of education and employment 
status (Appendix 2, Table 33). 

SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Statistically, participating in their co-
operative correlated with tenant-members’ 
skills development. 
 
Feelings of home are positively correlated 
with skills development. 
 
Length of residency in the co-operative 
is positively correlated with skills 
development. 
 
Housing stability (I can live in my co-
operative as long as I want) is positively 
correlated with skills development. 
 
Co-operatives in NSW are positively 
correlated with skills development, while 
CMCs are negatively correlated. These 
results may reflect the Clusters’ respective 
levels of responsibility. 
 
Skills development in turn correlates with 
employment and education outcomes.

The tenant-member survey captured data 
on respondents’ sense of how living and 
participating in their co-operative had shaped 
their skills, employment, and education. 
Analysis of that data showed statistically 
significant correlation between various 
aspects of tenant-members’ participation in 
their co-operative and skills development, 
but not employment outcomes and there 
was little direct correlation with education; 
both employment and education were driven 
by other factors. However, there was strong 
correlation between respondents’ reported 
levels of skills development, employment 
outcomes, and education. This means that 
participation correlates with skills development, 
which in turn may be influencing employment 
and educational outcomes. This was supported 
by survey responses to a question asking 
participants about the benefits of their co-
operative. 

In addition to housing and 
social capital outcomes, our 
previous review identified a 
suite of individual and family/
household life outcomes 
attributed to living and 
participating in a housing co-
operative, as well as broader 
societal or environmental 
outcomes.49 This section 
focuses on skills development, 
employment, education, health 
and wellbeing, and broader 
outcomes as reported by 
participants in the survey and 
interviews.

CHAPTER 11.  
SKILLS, EMPLOYMENT, 
EDUCATION, HEALTH AND 
WELLBEING, AND BROADER 
SOCIAL OUTCOMES
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QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
Opening up the possibility and opportunity 
for further education and study was identified 
by survey respondents when asked about the 
main benefits of living in a co-operative. Survey 
respondents directed linked stability, security, 
and affordable rent offered through co-
operatives to being able to pursue education 
and training:

As far as positive impact goes, I 
have had the support to be able to 
pursue higher education late in life, 
without worrying about money. I 
have had stable housing for over 26 
years unlike some people I know 
[SURVEY 19].

I believe being able to have [to pay] 
rent on a sliding scale gave me the 
confidence to concentrate on the 
study whilst reducing my work 
hours to ensure I got the best out of 
my training [SURVEY 211].

Interview 10 described how living in a co-
operative enabled them to complete their PhD 
and work casually, while Interview 5 described 
how living in a co-operative gave them a 
number of opportunities, including being able 
to study. Enabling opportunities for further 
study and education was also connected 
with pathways to employment. As one survey 
respondent noted: 

Removing rental stress meant I was 
then able to focus energy on health, 
then education, then finding part 
time work which suited my health 
limitations [SURVEY 74].

EDUCATION
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Statistically, skills development correlated 
with educational outcomes; this held for 
regression analysis and was supported by 
the qualitative data. 
 
Many respondents connected their ability 
to undertake further studies to their 
housing stability in their co-operative.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Statistical analysis found little direct correlation 
between participation and educational 
outcomes. Participation, as measured by the 
number of co-operative activities tenant-
members engage in, is weakly correlated with 
education outcomes; however, other measures 
of participation were not correlated. 

Educational outcomes were found to be 
statistically correlated with location and 
the tenant-member’s level of educational 
qualification, and between skills development 
and both of educational outcomes and 
employment outcomes (see Table 33 and 
Table 34 in Appendix 2). These relationships 
held for regression analysis when other factors 
were controlled for and were supported by the 
open-ended survey responses and interview 
data. This means that skills development 
demonstrably generates employment and 
educational outcomes, and both the survey and 
interview data supported this finding. Weaker 
correlations are found with the type of home, 
age, health, and financial situation. 

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
One survey respondent saw that the wide 
range of skills developed through the day-
to-day management of the co-operative 
resulted in skills that are transferable to paid 
employment.

The housing co-op model is of 
huge advantage to the people 
living within them. Having the 
opportunity to be involved in the 
management of the houses means 
the tenant/members are gaining 
skills in a wide range of areas, 
including budgets, liaison with 
tradespeople, taking part in formal 
committee meetings, writing 
and reviewing policy/procedure 
documents. All these skills are 
transferable to many workplaces 
[SURVEY 75].

The challenges that can emerge 
in the day-to-day running of co-
operatives can also develop skills 
and ‘abilities’ [Survey 95] and 
co-operatives were seen as a great 
way to learn ‘how to maintain a 
home and run a business’ [Survey 
1]. For one living in an artists’ 
co-operative, ‘The shared gallery, 
practice room and studios make 
developing work much easier’ 
[SURVEY 8].

In our analysis of social capital indicators and 
outcomes presented above, we find a positive 
significant relationship between social capital 
scores and employment outcomes (see Skills 
development and employment).
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HEALTH, HAPPINESS,  
AND WELLBEING
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

In all, while there was no direct statistical 
connection between participating in their 
co-operative and members’ employment and 
educational outcomes (aside from a weak 
correlation between the number of activities 
undertaken and education), there is an indirect 
link created by skills development. The open-

ended survey and interview data supported 
this, with participants discussing how the skills 
they learnt transferred into their employment. 
While respondents tended to highlight their 
housing stability in discussing their ability to 
undertake educational studies, the statistical 
data showed significant correlation between 

respondents’ skills development and their 
educational and employment outcomes, 
reflecting the interconnected nature of these 
and the value of developing skills through 
participating in running the co-operative.

FIGURE 54. Connections between co-
operativism, health, and happiness
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Child/ren's general happiness
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64 25 11
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57 28 15

50.  NOTE: The sample sizes represented in the graph vary in line with the number of responses to the relevant survey questions. The impact of living in a co-operative 
on children’s happiness, overall wellbeing, mental health, and general health was assessed among respondents who reported having dependent children living at 
home (n=76).

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS – HEALTH 

Further analysis of the survey data 
showed statistically significant correlations 
between self-reported health outcomes 
and respondents’ sense of the importance 
of the co-operative principles. In summary, 
amongst tenant-members who reported health 
outcomes due to living in a co-operative, there 
were significant correlations with their current 
sense of the importance of certain co-operative 
principles, or with the increase in their sense 
of the principles’ importance. The specific 
principles are:

 ≥ Voluntary and open membership.

 ≥ Democratic member control.

 ≥ Autonomy and independence.

 ≥ Education, training, and information.

 ≥ Concern for community.

This suggests that members perceive health 
benefits from living in a co-operative, which 
increases their sense of the importance of 
the co-operative principles. Further factors 
also appear correlated with reporting health 
outcomes. First is the respondents’ sense of 

how well the co-operative is run – the better 
a respondent felt their co-operative is run, the 
more likely they were to report health as an 
outcome of living in a co-operative. Secondly, 
respondents who were not in the labour force 
and not earning a wage or salary, were also 
more likely to report health as an outcome. 

It is worth noting that age was also positively 
correlated with reporting health as an 
outcome of living in a co-operative, such that 
older respondents were more likely to report 
improved health. This could suggest that older 
tenant-members who are retired or otherwise 
not in the workforce, are both more likely to be 
committed to the co-operative principles and 
more likely to report health as an outcome of 
living in a co-operative. This has implications 
in terms of the changing nature of the sector 
that is returned to in Ageing in housing co-
operatives.

Interestingly, ‘knowing most people in the 
co-operative’ and ‘most people knowing me’ 
are also significantly correlated with positive 
health and wellbeing outcomes (see Table 35). 
This suggests that the social connections, ties, 

FIGURE 55. Co-operatives’ impacts on health, happiness, wellbeing, children’s education, and 
sociability. 

Statistically, there are correlations between 
self-reported health outcomes and 
respondents’ sense of the importance of 
the co-operative principles. See Figure 54 
 
The strongest drivers of health as a 
reported benefit of living in a co-op were: 
People look out for each other and help 
out; I feel a strong sense of community; 
This co-op is a good place to live. 
 
The strongest drivers of happiness as a 
reported benefit of living in a co-operative 
were: People look out for each other 
and help out; I feel a strong sense of 
community; People can be trusted in the 
co-op; This co-op is a good place to live; 
and, This co-op is a good place to retire/
grow old.

The tenant-member survey captured data on 
respondents’ sense of how living in the co-
operative impacts their own health, happiness 
and wellbeing as well as that of their children 
(if applicable). In addition to the above 
correlations, descriptive analysis of this data 
shows that most tenant-members reported 
improved health and wellbeing outcomes from 
living in a co-operative for both themselves and 
their children (if applicable).

In the survey, 44% of tenant-members 
identified ‘enjoying better health’ as a benefit 
of living in their co-operative. As shown in 
Figure 55, when asked about the impact that 
living in their co-operative had on their and 
(where applicable) their children’s health, 
happiness, and wellbeing, most responses 
indicated positive impacts.50
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However, where the co-operative is not 
functioning well, and there is interpersonal 
conflict, some respondents noted that their 
health has been impacted negatively.

Bullying and exclusion have 
severely impacted my physical and 
mental health, [SURVEY 203].

The co-operative member base in Australia 
is an older population (see the section on 
‘Demographics’ earlier in the report) and issues 
about ‘ageing well in place’ were raised by 
survey respondents in qualitative responses. 
For some survey respondents, ageing in their 
co-operative is associated with belonging and 
connection.

I am an old man without children, 
and my life is less lonely when living 
in the housing co-op. I have made 
friends with people in the same 
circumstance and have stayed 
connected. We often catch up on 
weekends and have meals together, 
so I feel like this is my family. I want 
to spend the rest of my life here 
[SURVEY 215].

Another strong driver of whether a respondent 
reported a positive impact on their happiness 
was how well the co-operative performs 
individual tenant support, as well as satisfaction 
in terms of feeling safe and secure in their co-
operative.

QUALITATIVE RESPONSES
The role of co-operatives in health, happiness, 
and wellbeing was supported by the open-
ended survey questions, especially with regards 
to the role that housing stability played in 
health and wellbeing.

Safe, secure, affordable housing 
provided a safe and happy 
environment for my family 
[SURVEY 164].

Co-operatives can also provide a supportive 
environment for those who may need 
assistance with everyday living and this 
was identified by survey respondents. This 
supportive environment was seen to contribute 
to positive health and wellbeing outcomes.

My co-op feels like home because 
I make it my home, it is my haven, 
my security and is my safe place. 
Supporting each other and feel 
sense of belonging especially since 
I am ageing and on a disability 
pension. I know I can call my fellow 
Directors at any time for support 
[SURVEY 130].

Some survey respondents also noted positive 
impacts on their own mental health, and this 
can be partly attributed to safe and secure 
housing.

Housing security has had a very 
positive impact on my outlook 
therefore my mental health 
[SURVEY 83].

and networks formed through living in a co-
operative living leads to benefits for members. 
Other data relating to social capital levels and 
outcomes is discussed later in this theme.

The survey asked direct questions about 
whether living in a co-operative had affected 
the respondent’s general health. Analysis of 
those responses showed that the strongest 
drivers of reporting positive changes to health 
were social capital and autonomy variables. 
These generally have correlation coefficients of 
0.2-0.5; the strongest variables (corr. 0.4-0.6) 
were:

 ≥ People look out for each other and help out.

 ≥ I feel a strong sense of community.

 ≥ Good place to live.

Another strong driver is how well the 
co-operative performs other co-operative 
activities, membership activities, and 
governance activities. This means that there 
is correlation between how well a respondent 
feels their co-operative operates in those areas, 
and how likely they are to report that living in a 
co-operative has had a positive impact on their 
health.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS – HAPPINESS
The survey asked direct questions about 
whether living in a co-operative had affected 
the respondent’s overall happiness. Analysis 
of those responses showed that the strongest 
drivers of reporting positive changes to 
happiness were also social capital and 
autonomy variables. These generally have 
correlation coefficients of 0.2-0.5; the strongest 
variables (corr. 0.4-0.6) were:

 ≥ People look out for each other and help out.

 ≥ I feel a strong sense of community.

 ≥ People can be trusted in the co-op.

 ≥ Good place to live.

 ≥ Good place to retire/grow old.

Source: Common Equity NSW, New South Wales, 
used with permission.
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I would say that most of the work in 
this co-op is being done by the older 
members. And by that I mean 50 
and up. One of the hardest workers 
is 83. Doing one of the filthiest jobs. 
Yeah, so that’s what I mean. I think 
it is generational. I think the older 
ones are of the generation that did 
believe in collectivism. I don’t think 
the ones that come after necessarily 
have that view [INTERVIEW 1].

Participation in the work of the co-operative is 
optional for people as they age, with a range 
of participation agreements in place, although 
who will undertake the work once the member 
steps out of their role can be an issue. Interview 
19 talked about the importance of succession 
planning, while interview 18 described how 
their co-operative provides a supportive 
environment for older people who may need 
assistance with daily living.

...as I mentioned, we have a lot of 
older people. So as an example, an 
older lady fell over, slipped over at 
home a few weeks ago. So I went 
around and said, ‘Do you need 
anything down the street, or do 
you need any prescriptions picked 
up? Can I help you in any way?’ So 
as a co-operative, as a community, 
I think it’s great if we can help one 
another. There is support there to 
help one another, which I really, 
really like [INTERVIEW 18].

These issues were also raised in interviews and 
there were different perspectives based on 
lived experiences. For example, interviewee 
15 talked about how their co-operative only 
has older members and not everyone has 
the skills needed to be able to undertake the 
activities, identifying skills like ‘computer skills’ 
as an emerging issue. In contrast, interview 
11 emphasised the strengths of older people 
doing the work, including the greater time 
capacity of some older people, and cautioned 
against blanket ageist perspectives. 

Well, I don’t know that age per se 
is a potential [challenge] – I mean, 
I think one of our most recent 
board members is in her 70s. So, I 
mean, age is just a number. I mean, 
I think some people are a youthful 
80 and some people are – I mean, 
I think it’s really important not 
to internalise that sort of ageism. 
Instead of saying, “Oh, well, once 
you’re over past a certain age, 
you don’t – you can’t contribute.” 
Because I think interestingly, 
older people often have more time 
[INTERVIEW 11].

Similarly, another talked about how most of 
the work of the co-operative is completed by 
people who are older, flagging their perception 
of a reduction in co-operativism in younger or 
newer members. 

AGEING AND CARING IN  
CO-OPERATIVES
As discussed under Principle 2. Democratic 
Member Control and the role of participation, 
some tenant-members are concerned about 
who will undertake the work of the co-
operative as their members age, also noting 
the busyness of younger members’ lives. In co-
operatives, issues of ageing and participation 
also flag issues of care. Issues of care are also 
seen with regards to broader health concerns.

We are an aging population and I 
worry about how we run our co-op 
if one of us gets ill or dementia. Are 
we cared for and by whom? Where 
do we go if we can’t keep up our 
responsibilities to contribute to the 
co-op if we are all around the same 
age? [SURVEY 57].

As members grow older, they find it 
very hard to be going to meetings, 
and doing the jobs needed to run a 
co-op [SURVEY 153].

It’s an ageing community and the 
new younger members are finding 
it hard to slide in because of work 
commitments [SURVEY 196].

Some pointed out the need for more support 
for those who are aging, and their carers.

We are getting older, and we need 
more support in the future in terms 
of carers [SURVEY 257].
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Rarely did the entire co-operative (as a whole) 
engage in activities beyond the co-operative, 
but a few did refer to holding community 
events onsite, especially if spaces within 
the co-operative such as an onsite gallery 
or meeting space enabled this. However, 
many respondents flagged that living in a 
co-operative enabled them individually to 
contribute to the broader community or 
neighbourhood. For example: 

[Our] Housing Co-op is a small 
group of likeminded individuals, 
mostly involved in the arts who 
are able to support each other. 
Financial stress comes & goes 
but the flexibility in rent means 
individuals in our group are able to 
maintain their commitment to the 
arts… I really believe the income-
based rent gave me the opportunity 
to rejoin the workforce & make a 
genuine contribution to the wider 
community [SURVEY 75].

Given me the confidence and belief 
in myself to be settled and secure, 
now that I am secure, I can give 
back to not only my co-op but the 
community in general [SURVEY 130].

BROADER POLITICAL, 
SOCIAL, OR ENVIRONMENTAL 
OBJECTIVES
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Some co-operatives are heavily involved in 
their broader community, cultural group, or 
industry sector (e.g., artists). 
 
Many individuals are actively involved in 
broader social or community efforts due to 
living in a co-operative. 
 
Many co-operatives have adopted aspects 
of environmentally sensitive housing, or 
would like to. 
 
Some co-operative tenant-members 
see co-operatives as a basis for broader 
housing reform, foregrounding equitable 
housing as essential societal infrastructure.

Our earlier literature review highlighted a small 
number of instances in which co-operatives 
were seen to be contributing to broader social 
or environmental objectives, such as providing 
broader community access to services (e.g., 
childcare) or adopting environmentally 
sensitive design, technology, or behaviours. 
Overall, we saw several ways in which research 
participants expressed or enacted a concern 
beyond the co-operative.

Similarly, interview 13 talked about how 
their co-operative has recently developed a 
Positive Ageing Plan, while interviews 10 and 8 
described how their co-operatives’ properties 
may not be ageing or mobility friendly, or 
accessible for everyone, which raises issues that 
need specific planning for.

Beyond the issues of ageing, Interview 15 
described how there are many people within 
their co-operative who require support with 
mental health and/or disability, as well as a 
number of people who are carers for others 
who require assistance with daily living. The 
issue of who cares for co-operative members 
with health issues was discussed in several 
interviews; this is an issue that requires 
careful consideration so as to not overburden 
co-operatives or leave tenant-members 
unsupported. For example, Interview 17 flagged 
that people with mental ill-health require more 
support than is currently offered through 
their co-operative and their CHP, and that 
this situation impacts on other members. In 
contrast, another revealed the level of support 
members provide to each other. 

Yeah, for example if one person’s 
got significant mental health issues, 
we can often support that person, 
like keep them updated with when 
the general meeting is on, or like 
that person from their apartment. 
We have had those instances. We 
are very close and we do look out for 
each other [INTERVIEW 13].

This suggests strong ties and social capital 
within the co-operative, but also highlights 
that caring responsibilities may fall to the 
informal support of co-operative members in 
the absence of other formal supports provided 
through the CHP or other organisations. The 
extent to which this is an issue for different co-
operatives may depend on the level of supports 
needed by both the unwell tenant-member 
and other tenant-members, and the latter’s 
capacity and willingness to provide support. Source: Common Equity NSW, New South Wales, used with permission.
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Beyond the co-operative sector, another 
described how their co-operative is involved in 
social justice issues more broadly.

Because we have some very socially 
justice minded people in the 
co-op, we have been involved in 
doing things like passing motions 
in support of various issues, and 
saying, “As a co-op we stand for this 
or that.” For example, when social 
housing has been under threat 
statements of support, campaigns 
against evictions and those sorts 
of things. But I think that comes 
down to some productive members 
who bring it to the GM, and then 
we all say, “Yeah, that sounds 
like something to stand by,” and 
then we put the co-op’s name to it 
[INTERVIEW 10]. 

ADDRESSING ENVIRONMENTAL 
OBJECTIVES
Interviewees were directly asked about 
whether their co-operative was pursuing 
and social or environmental objectives. 
Environmental objectives are an explicit aim 
of some housing co-operatives, while others 
might not have the time, resources, or desire 
to focus on these objectives. For example, 
some co-operatives have been able to install 
solar panels on their buildings, while others felt 
frustrated in their efforts to do so. For example, 
one spoke about the need for support from 
the housing provider to achieve solar panels. 
Additionally, they felt that if the co-operative 
members were to take it upon themselves to 
modify the dwellings, there would be equity 
issues, because some people can afford to do 
so while others cannot.

Quality secure housing 
that prioritises people over 
accumulating capital [SURVEY 206].

Affordability; stability; community; 
choice; escaping the madness that 
makes ‘homes’ (as opposed to 
‘housing’) a commodity only some 
can afford – Who does that!!!??? (We 
do!! and we seem (as a society), to be 
getting better at it [SURVEY 72].

Housing co-operatives were also seen as a 
form of housing that can help alleviate housing 
stress, with some advocating for a bigger 
sector on that basis.

Housing co-ops are wonderful, it 
would be great to have more of them 
so there was less housing stress in 
[city] [SURVEY 66].

Relatedly, however, and based on their 
understanding of the policy landscape, housing 
co-operatives were seen by several survey 
respondents as holding immense social and 
economic value, but being under threat. This 
issue is discussed below under Co-operatives 
in the policy landscape. For example: 

There is a move to sell off all public 
and social housing. Gentrification 
is a threat to all [co-op] members. 
The soul of [co-ops] is under threat. 
Long live public housing! Let’s get 
rid of the stigma and shame of being 
a public housing tenant [SURVEY 282]. 

Beyond the increased ability of individuals to 
contribute to the community, broader social 
or environmental outcomes were seen in two 
ways that are discussed here. Firstly, a number 
of participants saw co-operatives as part of a 
movement advocating for social housing as a 
vital social infrastructure and in advocating for 
understandings of housing and property that 
move beyond the privileging of and prioritising 
of private home ownership. Secondly, many 
respondents spoke of the ability (or lack 
thereof) to install features such as insulation 
or solar panels that were seen as necessary 
technologies for reducing not only costs to 
members, but also to the environment.

HOUSING AS ESSENTIAL SOCIAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Several respondents reflected on the purpose 
of housing as an essential infrastructure and 
not merely a financial asset. These responses 
focused on the significance of co-operatives in 
re-orienting understandings of social housing 
provision and housing investment, moving 
away from simplistic financial assessments 
of value. Such responses were based on the 
breadth of outcomes enabled by co-operatives 
and questioned the dominant individualised 
and commodified interpretation of housing.

Housing co-ops enable skills 
acquisition and utilization, they 
help to develop skills in working 
well with others, they provide 
very long-term supportive 
communities, they are an excellent 
way to keep housing focused as 
‘essential infrastructure’ and 
not an ‘asset’, you are part of a 
worldwide movement, for which the 
International Co-op Principles are a 
common guiding light [SURVEY 99]. 
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It was seen that new initiatives and their 
allocation can be problematic with finite 
resources, but that being able to make 
a collective effort could help to achieve 
otherwise impossible outcomes:

We are certainly looking at solar 
panels. We’re currently trying to 
put some money away that we can 
do it. As I said, we’ve got [many] 
properties in our co-operative. 
We could put solar into some 
properties, not all properties. I 
know a lot of our members put their 
hand up to say, “Install our solar 
panels.” But as I’ve tried to say to 
them, “Who wants to make that 
decision as to who gets it and who 
doesn’t? [INTERVIEW 20].

It would be extremely beneficial, to 
the members, to be able to get solar 
on their roofs!! [SURVEY 153].

Consideration was also given to how these 
decisions are negotiated between the co-
operative and the CHP, and how agreements to 
pay are made:

There are decisions that need to be 
made around that, so we’ll go to the 
upper echelon and say, “Okay, this is 
the issue that we have here. And so, 
what do you think we should do?” 
because doing anything with the 
roofs on top was one of their issues. 
So, the way that we got around 
doing that with the [improvements] 
was that we now pay a levy on our 
rent each week towards those to 
[housing provider] so that we can 
help to pay off those […] because 
they were very expensive. We have 
a discussion I suppose that goes 
backwards and forwards in how we 
may be able to afford these different 
things [INTERVIEW 2].

Another spoke about the comprehensiveness 
of their co-operative’s climate plan and overall 
environmental strategies:

...we’ve actually got solar panels 
on pretty much most of the houses 
that can have them on […] So we’ve 
already done that. We’ve got a 
climate action plan, a roadmap. 
So we’ve had a committee that’s 
worked on that specifically. So, yeah, 
so we’ve worked on encouraging 
members to recycle. We basically 
have given people a grant, enabled 
people to buy a compost bin if 
they want, look at – encouraging 
people to grow veggies. We’ve 
had a few workshops on how to 
grow veggies and things like that. 
[…] We had a couple of – we were 
lucky to get – to take advantage 
of the stimulus funding and we 
were able to renovate some of the 
properties. But before we did that, 
we actually looked at a design. We 
had a committee which looked at 
sustainable design and looked at 
how we could design principles 
for those redevelopments. So 
one thing we’ve looked at – and 
we actually worked out a whole 
ideal redevelopment, sustainable 
design, redevelopment model that 
we’ve used as a bit of a template 
[INTERVIEW 11].
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The requirement for participation is vital 
to co-operative functionality, but it must 
be structured equitably such that tenant-
members are not overburdened or subject 
to unrealistic or unworkable expectations. 
Additionally, possible conflicts were highlighted 
between the co-operatives’ requirement for 
participation and the fact that this participation 
is unpaid and technically voluntary, and needs 
to happen alongside tenant-members’ other 
commitments.

Hence the concern is for equitable 
participation, rather than equal participation. 
Focusing on equity also means that 
participation needs to be flexible, as it will not 
be the same for all individuals or co-operatives, 
due to the diversity of co-operatives’ 
structures, objectives, and tenant-member 
bases. It also needs to change over time as 
the co-operative changes and as the lives of 
tenant-members change. 

For example, Interview 21 discussed a co-op’s 
rule that people who cannot attend a meeting 
must provide a doctor’s certificate. They felt 
the rule was inappropriate as it can be hard and 
expensive to find a doctor, with the possibility 
that not being able to find a doctor might force 
an unwell person to attend a meeting. This 
requirement for flexibility and sensitivity was 
reflected in several instances:

Housing co-op rules do not allow for 
changes in individual life changing 
events that impact on ability to meet 
participation criteria to remain 
housed. The Rules are archaic and 
don’t accommodate for lifelong 
security [SURVEY 91].

INEQUITY IN PARTICIPATION
Lack of member participation has 
always been a problem with the 
work load being shared by a small 
number of members. This is made 
worse by increasing demands being 
made by the housing provider to 
carry out new tasks and compliance 
reporting [SURVEY 131].

Non participation is a big issue for 
me. I find it incredibly frustrating 
that some members do absolutely 
nothing while others do more than 
their fair share [SURVEY 3].

If you’re not attending the meetings 
and you just cannot be bothered 
to turn up, then I think the co-op 
should have the right to rescind 
your membership and evict you 
from the property, and then go 
looking for another younger family 
or whatever it is, to bring them in 
that will do what needs to be done 
[INTERVIEW 20].

Problems with tenant-members’ levels of 
participation were the most widely reported 
challenge. As highlighted throughout this 
reported, this also impacted other issues, 
such as how well tenant-members feel their 
co-operative is functioning, their wellbeing, and 
their overall satisfaction with their housing. As 
co-operatives are defined by their requirement 
for active participation, this is perhaps the most 
pressing issue for the sector to address if co-
operatives are to thrive. 

Alongside substantial and 
widespread benefits, the 
above sections have flagged 
instances where challenges 
were documented by 
participants. This section 
summarises these into core 
issues to inform appropriate 
strategies and actions. Our 
recommendations for these 
can be found in Chapter 
13. Recommendations for 
thriving co-operatives.

CHAPTER 12.  
CHALLENGES
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housemate and I have so many 
homeless friends and friends that 
are couch-surfing and having to 
move areas or live in their cars. It’s 
endemic around here. So we just go 
“look at the glass half full. We’ve 
got a roof over our head in the most 
beautiful part of the country” and 
we’re both long-term residents of 
this area, we have all our social 
contacts here and we both go away 
a lot, for example I put my hand up 
to pet-sit any of my friends if they 
go away to look after their pets 
in their house and I can carry on 
my normal life from their house 
in this area because I have a lot of 
contacts. So that’s one saving grace 
as well. We just learn to live with it 
[INTERVIEW 17].

In reflecting on if and how their co-operative 
had been able to manage these situations, 
emotional intelligence was repeatedly flagged 
as important. For example:

On reflection now, I thought that 
rational argument was going to 
somehow address the problems in 
this co-operative. But now, looking 
back in hindsight, I think if I had 
kind of spent much more time gently 
going one-to-one with the people 
who were used to just bullying their 
way through, if I’d kind of been a 
little bit more gentle, maybe we 
would have had a different outcome, 
more positive [INTERVIEW 12].

MANAGING PERSONALITIES, 
INTERPERSONAL TENSION, 
AND MAINTAINING HEALTHY 
RELATIONSHIPS
After inequitable participation, issues 
caused by dominant personalities and 
interpersonal conflict were the most frequently 
cited challenge. Some saw dysfunctional 
relationships as impacting their own wellbeing, 
their children’s wellbeing, and/or the 
functionality of their co-operative. For a small 
number of respondents, these situations felt 
intractable and fundamentally undermined 
their sense of security or wellbeing, while 
others had been able to draw on others in their 
co-operative and their broader networks to 
counter the impact.

I have owned my own home, lost it 
through divorce and now I am older 
sicker and have less income and 
resources I have little choice over 
my environment and who I have 
to deal with. E.g. I speak up about 
corruptions and abuses of power 
and consequently suffer by never 
having any maintenance done on my 
home – other jobs are always seen 
as more important and jobs done as 
favours and to gain support. Strong 
personalities with self-focused 
objectives have badly impacted my 
health and wellbeing [SURVEY 52].

But that can happen to you if you’re 
buying a property, you might 
have a next-door neighbour like 
that anyway and you would be 
quite powerless, just as powerless 
as we are here so we’ve come to 
the realisation that it’s a first 
world problem because both my 

I think we may need to look 
at structure. You know, the 
assumption has always been, well, 
these are how organisations work. 
They have meetings every month, 
and they have committees, and they 
have meetings. I mean, people may 
have a different view now about the 
best way to do it. But there seems 
always to be a reluctance to change 
anything. That sort of, oh, this 
is what we’ve always done. And I 
think, perhaps we should be more 
flexible with alternative structures 
to encourage it [INTERVIEW 1].

I think having really clear processes 
helps. I also think you can get bogged 
down in the letter of policy and 
you need to review your policies 
so that they actually reflect – not 
reflect – I don’t think you should 
change your policies to reflect a 
practice necessarily, because policy 
is supposed to elevate practice. […] 
But there’s no point in having a 
policy that is unachievable with the 
ingredients you’ve got in the co-op, 
so I think reviewing your policies 
and thinking about whether they’re 
doable within the culture of the co-op 
is worthwhile. [..] I think that balance 
between consistency - following 
policy, and being consistent with all 
members, but also being human with 
our members, which I think is easy 
to do because we’re a small co-op and 
we know each other, but I think we do 
that well [INTERVIEW 10].
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As discussed in Chapter 7. Participation, some 
participants also felt that younger members 
did not share the commitment to the co-
operative principles and were less interested 
to participate, being more drawn to the 
housing affordability and stability than to the 
responsibilities and opportunities of being a 
tenant-member.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
THE CO-OPERATIVE AND CHP 
Qualitative responses also flagged the 
importance of the CHPs in providing 
appropriate support to the sector. For example, 
when asked what helps co-operatives to run 
well, one respondent flagged variation in 
how coops run, agency, and also the need for 
support from the CHP:

I’m sure there’s a lot of variation 
in them. So I guess participation 
and people feeling like – and 
actually having good participation 
and having a sense of control in 
what they’re doing, which is both 
internal and external factors […] 
internally, obviously, it’s how you 
organise and how you’re involved 
or how you feel you can be involved. 
Externally, obviously, it’s how the 
[CHP] program’s run and what 
opportunities you get from the 
program – how the program’s run 
[INTERVIEW 14].

AGEING IN HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVES
As discussed under Ageing and caring in co-
operatives participation in co-operative work 
can decline as people get older, though it was 
also seen that many older people continue 
to participate actively and were key players 
in running their co-operative. One interview 
flagged the option of moving to an over-55s 
co-operative, but did not personally want to 
do so.

We are getting older now, some are 
getting older, but I think everybody 
is, in the co-ops, wanting to take 
part. Even the older people. There 
are some that they don’t do as much 
but that’s fine. And look, there have 
been older members who have been 
on the board. And also, you have an 
opportunity to transfer to [another 
co-op], for people 55 and over. We 
have had some do that. But I won’t 
be going anywhere [INTERVIEW 13].

Some properties were also flagged as 
inappropriate to age in due to design and 
structural issues, even though the majority 
of respondents wanted to age in place. 
Alongside ageing tenant-members, younger 
tenant-members were seen to be struggling to 
participate in their co-operative alongside their 
paid work.

It’s an ageing community and the 
new younger members are finding 
it hard to slide in because of work 
commitments [SURVEY 196].

As mentioned earlier in the report, several 
respondents drew on their CHP to help 
manage situations of interpersonal conflict 
and mediation. This included drawing on CHP 
policies regarding termination of co-operative 
membership in instances of persistent non-
compliance. Participants were sensitive of 
the role that polices, processes, and personal 
factors play in the outcomes of such situations, 
for example:

[…] we cancelled [their] membership 
because [they weren’t] attending 
meetings, [they weren’t] 
participating. It was a bit of a drawn 
out process. But [the CHP] has it as 
part of their policies, so I used the 
policy to our advantage of the co-op 
[INTERVIEW 15].

In the few instances where the membership 
of persistently non-participating members 
had been rescinded, this raised the issue of 
whether or not the individual then remained 
in the co-op’s property. While the issue of 
subsequent housing for the non-participating 
individual is a core concern, their continued 
presence in the property as a non-member 
translates into a smaller number of remaining 
tenant-members shouldering the ongoing work 
of the co-operative. This issue is returned to 
in Chapter 13. Recommendations for thriving 
co-operatives.



westernsydney.edu.au

THE VALUE OF HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES IN AUSTRALIA

149

Moreover, and as discussed earlier, the intense 
pressure on the community housing sector 
was also perceived as driving people into co-
operatives with limited understanding of the 
model:

The main challenges of co-ops are 
that because housing in Australia 
is in a desperate situation many 
people come to the co-op wanting 
to join and have no understanding 
of what a co-op is. In our co-op only 
half the members participated in 
running it [SURVEY 129].

For some, these issues were intertwined and 
creating unmanageable workloads:

A major challenge [to] co-ops 
relate to losing our autonomy and 
independence. Over recent years 
our housing provider increasingly 
sets new rules and regulations 
which impact on the day to day 
running of our business. We can no 
longer make decisions on our own. 
Lack of member participation has 
always been a problem with the 
workload being shared by a small 
number of members. This is made 
worse by increasing demands being 
made by the housing provider to 
carry out new tasks and compliance 
reporting. As we now are required 
to interview potential new members 
taken from the [centralised social 
housing] list, many interviewees 
have no knowledge of, or interest in, 
what it means to be a member of a 
housing co-op [SURVEY 131]. 

CO-OPERATIVES IN THE 
POLICY LANDSCAPE
Several participants referred to adverse 
impacts in the co-operative sector due to the 
ongoing regulation and standardisation of the 
broader community housing landscape. Earlier 
in this report, we saw instances of participants 
who felt that regulation had helped their co-
operative. Others, meanwhile, felt that it had 
undermined the autonomy of the sector:

I’ve heard a lot from members of our 
co-operative who lived through the 
national changes in 2012 to housing 
co-operatives […] It is such a shame 
that a model I do truly believe in 
became so difficult for people to 
navigate that they were absorbed by 
Associations, making the housing 
less accessible to certain groups of 
people and also taking away that 
community and collective decision 
making aspect. Also acquiring and/
or building new properties to house 
additional people seems way out 
of our scope. […] I understand that 
State Govt used to offer [the state 
housing department] properties 
to co-operatives from time to time 
but it seems this is no longer the 
case. I think that’s a great shame 
[SURVEY 211].

On the need for training, which was 
provided by their CHP, another saw room for 
improvement on past practice:

I like to talk about the co-op. I like 
to help inform others. We have 
Facebook groups, and if people 
don’t understand or know anything, 
I’m happy to talk to them about 
it, even have conversations or text 
them and message them and stuff 
like that, because a lot of it, people 
aren’t informed. They come into 
the world of the co-op, but they 
don’t know anything about it, and 
they don’t know what’s expected of 
them, and they don’t have any idea. 
Yeah, I think the training in the past 
was really lacking. I’m hoping that 
the training in the future, for new 
members, is better [INTERVIEW 15].

Several participants described a sense that 
their CHP perceived and treated them as “just 
tenants’ rather than active tenant-members 
of a democratically controlled organisation. 
This was also bound up in the increasing 
regulation of the sector and what was felt like 
the imposition of a broader, non-co-operative 
community housing mindset. 
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Co-operatives were also felt to be possibly 
misunderstood by existing policy frameworks, 
being perhaps seen as “just another landlord”:

I would tell the [state government] 
that they need to let us operate 
under our own Act and not think 
of us as landlords who are trying 
to screw tenants. We’re actually a 
community and I don’t believe they 
take that into account [INTERVIEW 4].

A potential remedy was seen in the 
establishment of a representative body that is 
itself a co-operative:

[…] it would be great if there was 
a representative body that was a 
co-operative. What’s wrong with a 
co-operative model? Why can’t the 
government deal directly with a co-
op? They don’t have the template for 
it, I suppose [INTERVIEW 16].

Source: Common Equity NSW, New South Wales, used with permission.
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Based on the analysis of participants’ survey 
and interview input and as detailed throughout 
this report, it can be seen that co-operativism 
(and especially participation) plays a core 
role in driving a range of positive outcomes 
for tenant-members. While co-operatives are 
defined by their requirement for participation, 
and it was seen that the amount and frequency 
of participation drives beneficial outcomes, 
the nature of that participation did not play 
a role in those outcomes. This means that 
tenant-member participation generates 
benefits, whether it is participation in more 
managerial tasks such as managing repairs and 
maintenance or tenancies, or other, more social 
activities. 

The fact that benefits were found across those 
co-operative activity categories and across 
the entire typology, means that benefits 
accrue, and value is seen, across all forms and 
levels of co-operative involvement in housing 
management activities. As we concluded 
above, co-operatives thrive when they have 
the choice and support to be the best version 
of the type of co-operative that they want to 
be. Therefore, there is value in—and justification 
for—a diverse range of co-operative models, 
with varying levels of co-operative involvement 
in the management of their homes.

Across the typology and across variations in 
managerial responsibilities, several key themes 
emerged regarding how co-operatives can be 
supported to thrive. We discuss these in turn 
below.

I had a policy community meeting 
here the other day, and it’s like 
supposed to be an hour and we 
ended up say for three hours 
laughing and talking. And it 
was really nice just to have that 
interaction. So, I think the smaller, 
more social, more personable things 
are really important. Really work 
[INTERVIEW 8].

My point would be that that 
communication is actually what 
makes it possible to have a co-op, 
and that you’ve got to make it 
enjoyable. Not for – don’t drag it 
down, because we’re going to have 
to do it anyway. I mean, doing the 
dishes is boring, but having a pile of 
dirty dishes is unpleasant. So, it’s 
part of the work. And I suppose – so, 
I guess that sense of participation, 
that it’s enjoyable. And there’s 
different approaches to that, like 
supplying food and – so, we’re 
always tweaking those meeting 
processes, and when – and so, we’re 
open to hearing people say that they 
feel unsupported or that they don’t 
– they didn’t know what to do in this 
situation, or they’ll ask a question 
and then we’ll be able to answer it 
in that – in the meeting, so that a 
lot of the people hear the answer to 
that question. So, hopefully, yeah, 
we’re constantly bringing up those 
challenges and communicating 
about them as we go [INTERVIEW 16].

IN TENANT-MEMBERS’ 
WORDS

It might not be suited to everyone, I 
understand that some tenants – the 
responsibility of running tenancy 
and maintenance and finance is not 
something that they would want, 
or are capable of, but for a lot of 
people it is, especially if they’re well 
supported to do it. I think that’s 
the other thing too, you can’t just 
hand over responsibility and be like, 
“There, now you run the co-op,” it 
does really have to be supported. 
But honestly, I just think my quality 
of life is so vastly improved because 
of it [INTERVIEW 10].

[…] I think there’s discussion 
around, well, do all co-ops need to 
be the same model? Or is there an 
argument for allowing a greater 
diversity and for co-ops to put 
their hand up and say, well, we’d 
like to be this one and not that one. 
And to have more say over how 
much work they’re doing and what 
forms of work they’re doing. So, it 
is definitely a live and widespread 
issue in the sector [INTERVIEW 1].

Finding the sweet spot between 
bureaucracy and friendly flow can 
be challenging [SURVEY 30].

CHAPTER 13.  
RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR THRIVING  
CO-OPERATIVES
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EFFECTIVE MULTI-SCALAR 
GOVERNANCE

I think we’ve got as much support 
as we can expect from the groups 
that are already there, so, I think 
we would be more supported if 
we – so, [the CHP] has some co-op 
representatives on its board, which 
I think is a good thing, but I think 
maybe a separate body that purely 
has the interests of residents at 
heart, but is not […] isn’t trying to 
straddle the needs of government 
with the needs of people in housing 
[INTERVIEW 16].

The ARHC sector represents a unique and 
diverse organisational landscape comprising 
varying relationships between co-operatives, 
CHPs, and the State, including co-operatives 
that are themselves CHPs. Respondents 
variously spoke of the strength and autonomy 
of their co-operative as a CHP itself when this 
was the case, and also of the challenges and 
opportunities for multi-scalar governance 
involving the co-operative, CHP regulation/
policies, and the State. 

Several respondents spoke of a perceived need 
and role for collectivism and co-operativism 
beyond the scale of the co-operative, in line 
with the above recommendation, but also for 
more effective lines of communication and 
the need for independent points of reference, 
especially in times of conflict. We suggest:

 ≥ (Re) establishment of clear and accessible 
communication between co-operatives and 
CHPs, including face to face and regional 
events

 ≥ Explore the role of the CHP or an 
independent body, including to enable co-
operative tenant-members to circumvent 
problematic or domineering personalities in 
their co-operative.

from—having control over all through to very 
few managerial tasks. Therefore, this diversity 
should be encouraged and supported. Value 
was also seen in co-operatives being able to 
change the level of their responsibility over 
time in partnership with a supportive CHP. 
As mentioned in Co-operatives in the policy 
landscape, participants felt that co-operatives 
are not necessarily accommodated in dominant 
policy frameworks, which also highlights a 
broader issue of how co-operatives and their 
benefits are perceived and understood.

Several opportunities and recommendations 
arise from these findings:

 ≥ Diverse forms of co-operatives should be 
supported through a suite of clearly defined 
models with clear pathways and policies 
for co-operatives to change from one to 
another.

 ≥ Institutional knowledge should continue to 
be built in the CHPs, to retain, support, and 
build on the long-term knowledge held in 
the sector.

 ≥ An appropriate policy framework needs 
to be developed that is cognisant of the 
co-operatives’ dual roles as member-based 
organisations and affordable housing 
vehicles, recognising and respecting the 
additional benefits that are delivered when 
co-operatives are supported to function 
well as co-operatives.

 ≥ Understanding of co-operatives, tenant-
members’ dual roles, and the benefits 
of co-operatives be built amongst 
policymakers, and allied sectors such as 
insurance, planning, development, finance, 
and residential tenancy regulation and 
mediation.

THE VALUE OF DIVERSITY 
AMONGST HOUSING CO-
OPERATIVE MODELS
There is no single “right” way to be a housing 
co-operative. Our research shows that the 
benefits accrued to tenant-members are 
achieved across all housing co-operative 
types. Governance and management models 
vary, and these are negotiated formally and 
democratically by members, often overseen 
by a CHP. We recommend that the sector 
continues to collaborate to build a strong 
evidence base about the value of housing co-
operatives, and the diversity of types. 

One valuable source of knowledge, as experts 
in their own housing, are tenant-members. 
With this understanding, we suggest:

 ≥ CHPs collaboratively and systematically 
draw on the knowledge and expertise of 
tenant-members in running thriving co-
operatives, to continue to build institutional 
knowledge and the evidence base referred 
to above.

 ≥ The sector works to continually include 
the lived experience of tenant-members in 
policy discussion forums and roundtables.

 ≥ CHPs to develop clear and explicit 
mechanisms for co-operatives to change 
their level of responsibility for the range of 
management activities in partnership with 
a supportive CHP; such changes may be 
desired as the needs of tenant-members in 
that co-operative change over time. 

CHP, STATE, AND INDUSTRY 
SUPPORT FOR A DIVERSE 
SECTOR
As demonstrated, there is value in a diverse 
sector, as the range of outcomes and benefits 
documented occurred across the entirety of 
the co-operative typology. Individual tenant-
members saw value in—and derived benefit 
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BUILDING EQUITABLE 
PARTICIPATION AND 
EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE
The co-operative sector represents an immense 
reservoir of knowledge developed over 
decades with regards to equitable participation 
and effective management. In recognition of 
that knowledge base, there were repeated 
references in the interviews for a range of 
ongoing training opportunities:

 ≥ Where possible, co-operatives should be 
supported to train and learn from each 
other. This could include sharing and 
comparing policies and practices.

 ≥ For all new and current tenant-members, 
training in conflict resolution, dealing 
with difficult personalities, maintaining 
professionalism, and codes of conduct is 
suggested.

POLICIES AND COMMUNICATION
Effective governance and equitable 
participation were found to be a mix of 
technologies and practices, with a balance 
to be found between structure and flexibility. 
The role of a clear constitution and good 
policies were highlighted as vital. Our 
recommendations are that:

 ≥ Co-operatives should be supported to 
develop or update their constitution and to 
abide by it.

 ≥ Clear, professional, and equitable 
communication channels must exist 
between members.

 ≥ Co-operatives should develop an 
appropriate balance between pre- and 
in-meeting discussion, which will vary 
between co-operatives. For example, some 
may want the majority of discussion to 
occur beforehand over email or via a forum, 
with meeting time reserved for making or 
ratifying decisions, whereas others may 
prefer to only read material beforehand and 
have full discussion at meetings.

 ≥ Co-operatives should be supported to 
develop a balance between face to face and 
online formats that is appropriate to their 
tenant-members.

SELECTION, TRAINING, AND 
ONBOARDING OF TENANT-
MEMBERS
TRAINING AND SELECTION
As the statistical data make clear, benefits are 
greater when tenant-members actively seek to 
join a co-operative and are trained when they 
subsequently join their co-operative. Outcomes 
are also stronger when both their co-operative 
and their CHP (where relevant) played a role in 
that training. Based on that and on data from 
the surveys and interviews, we recommend 
that:

 ≥ Mechanisms be explored for filtering 
centralised waiting lists, to build applicants’ 
awareness of the nature and requirements 
of co-operatives and enable de-selection of 
this option (co-operatives) without penalty, 
if appropriate. 

 ≥ Training be used as part of the tenant-
member selection process, as co-operatives 
need to have the ability to filter and select 
tenant-members through training. 

 ≥ Training be conducted face to face, with co-
operatives and CHPs playing a role in this.

ONBOARDING
Following appropriate training and selection, 
there are a number of ways that new tenant-
members can be supported to participate in 
their co-operatives and for co-operatives to be 
able to retain their functionality and integrity 
through this.

 ≥ In addition to training in basic co-
operative responsibilities, training in 
conflict resolution, dealing with difficult 
personalities, maintaining professionalism, 
and codes of conduct are required. This 
is also suggested for established tenant-
members.

 ≥ A probationary period on new tenancies 
or staged membership can provide 
mechanisms for terminating memberships 
and tenancies if needed. 

ENHANCING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
PERFORMANCE AND 
ACCESSIBILITY OF STOCK
Many co-participants spoke of their co-
operative’s desire to enact environmental 
concerns, especially with regards to adopting 
solar and increasing the thermal performance 
of homes. Often this was intertwined with 
discussions about building the sector as 
a platform for broader co-operativism as 
recommended above. Participants also 
flagged the possible inaccessibility of their co-
operative’s stock for tenant-members who are 
ageing and/or have diverse abilities. 

Hence the recommendations are:

 ≥ Enable co-operative aspirations from 
individual properties through to sector-
wide investment in collective energy 
generation – explore the possibility of 
leveraging collective purchasing power into 
the sector.

 ≥ Leverage collective purchasing to address 
the need for insulation throughout the 
sector.

 ≥ Identify appropriate finance and/or grant 
strategies to support environmental 
strategies across the sector.

 ≥ Identify appropriate strategies to improve 
the accessibility of properties for people 
with diverse abilities and for tenant-
members to be able to age in place.
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 ≥ Co-ordination and resource sharing at 
regional level should be explored and 
supported.

 ≥ Investigation of opportunities for collective 
investing/purchasing; e.g., for solar panels, 
batteries, etc., especially where these also 
support co-operative businesses.

ONGOING DOCUMENTATION 
OF THE BENEFITS OF 
HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES 
This research builds on earlier AHURI work51 
to measure the effectiveness of housing co-
operatives. As such, we have identified a range 
of beneficial outcomes for tenant-members 
with some directly linked to tenant-members 
own participation. To continue to build this 
evidence base, we recommend that:

 ≥ the sector continues to monitor the overall 
effectiveness of the sector through a 
similar framework. We have endeavoured 
to make our data collection and analysis as 
robust and replicable as possible so that a 
longitudinal evidence base can be prepared. 

 ≥ data for the affordable rental housing co-
operatives that is routinely collected as 
part of the National Social Housing Survey, 
be made available to the co-operative 
sector. This would involve identification 
of rental co-operatives at the time of data 
collection and collation, and communication 
of results separately from the rest of the 
community housing sector. This would 
enable comparative analysis to the rest of 
the community housing sector.

We also suggest that our framework may have 
relevance for the social housing sector more 
broadly in that it centres tenant-members 
contributions to their housing and identifies 
resulting outcomes that have the power to 
re-frame tenant relationships with their social 
landlords.

 ≥ Streamlining meetings and making 
them enjoyable. In line with finding the 
balance between pre- and in-meeting 
work, co-operatives can learn from each 
other regarding ways to make meetings 
functional and enjoyable. In our interviews, 
we found co-operatives often use food 
and shared meals as a key way to make 
meetings more enjoyable events that mix 
work and socialisation.

EQUITABLE REMEDY OF PROBLEMATIC 
TENANCIES
Alongside proactive measures to enable 
effective and equitable participation and 
maintain good relationships, there are 
instances in which co-operatives need to be 
able to manage problematic tenancies. This 
leads to several key recommendations and 
considerations:

 ≥ There needs to be a clear process for 
managing individuals who cannot 
participate or whose behaviour is 
persistently problematic. 

 ≥ This can draw on instances in which co-
operatives have been able to draw on help 
from their CHP, but also must be mindful to 
not diminish the size of the co-operative or 
leave individuals in conflict while still living 
near each other. 

 ≥ There is a need to balance need for housing 
with the need for the co-operative to 
function and for all to be safe.

HOUSING CO-OPERATIVES AS A 
PLATFORM FOR BROADER CO-
OPERATIVISM
In addition to regional or sector-wide 
opportunities to learn from each other, 
there is an opportunity to use the housing 
co-operatives as a platform for further co-
operativism to build the capacity of the sector. 
Our recommendations are that:

KEEPING PARTICIPATION EQUITABLE
As seen throughout the report, equitable 
and effective participation is a vital driver 
of a suite of outcomes and benefits. Several 
factors help to establish and maintain 
equitable participation. These were seen as 
of benefit in terms of sharing the workload, 
spreading benefits to more members, bringing 
different individuals’ knowledge into play, 
and countering dominance by individual 
personalities or overwork of individual tenant-
members.

 ≥ Rotation of roles – formal roles and 
positions should have clearly stipulated and 
enforced periods of occupancy and rotation 
between tenant-members.

 ≥ Leave provisions – these should be clearly 
defined in co-operative policies and upheld 
as part of formal roles such that tenant-
members.

BUILDING PARTICIPATION AND MAKING 
CO-OPERATION FUN
In addition to the equity of participation, 
establishing and maintaining overall levels 
of participation was seen as a widespread 
challenge. Several respondents discussed how 
their co-operative had managed this.

 ≥ Addressing reasons for non-participation: 
people can feel unsure or overwhelmed, so 
training as discussed above helps, as does 
supporting tenant-members as they enter 
new roles.

 ≥ Social events and activities should be 
supported as these can relieve the sense of 
‘work’ and build community. 
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As we have discussed, rates of beneficial 
outcomes can be higher in co-operatives 
that have a range of characteristics. These 
characteristics in turn were correlated with 
each other and the sample size meant we 
were unable to test them fully. Given that data 
complexity and the fact that we also found 
extensive beneficial outcomes in co-operatives 
that did not have these characteristics, we refer 
to them as augmenting factors rather than 
drivers or mandatory requirements. These are:

 ≥ The co-operative being clustered or co-
located.

 ≥ The co-operative having some shared 
facilities and spaces, e.g., meeting rooms, 
galleries.

 ≥ The co-operative being in a metropolitan 
area.

 ≥ The co-operative having an additional 
purpose, such as housing a particular 
demographic or sociocultural cohort, 
or addressing a specific issue such as 
environmental concerns.

 ≥ These factors are more prevalent in NSW, 
so outcomes are generally better in NSW.

As we have shown throughout this report, a 
singular factor such as actively wanting to live 
in a co-operative, can be statistically significant 
in driving a range of outcomes. Conversely, a 
singular outcome, such as skills development, 
can be driven by a range of factors. 

This is because the interwoven spaces and 
practices of living and participating in a co-
operative mean that the cost-consequence 
linkages are multiple. Further, this means that 
the success of co-operatives s is the result 
of both physical and institutional design and 
infrastructures, which discussed in Chapter 13. 
Recommendations for thriving co-operatives.

WHEN CO-OPERATIVES 
WORK – SUMMARY OF 
BENEFITS AND THEIR 
DRIVERS
From our analysis, there is a clear suite of 
spatial, institutional, and individual factors 
that drive the extent and range of benefits 
experienced by co-operative tenant-members. 

Overall, co-operative tenant-members are more 
likely to experience a range of benefits if:

 ≥ They actively wanted to join a co-operative, 
especially if they wanted to join their 
specific co-operative.

 ≥ They were trained when they joined their 
co-operative, especially if both their co-
operative and their CHP (where relevant) 
played a part in their training.

 ≥ They participate in their co-operative’s 
activities, including if they have a formal 
role in their co-operative. Further, the more 
that a tenant-member participates, the 
greater their reported outcomes.

 ≥ They are satisfied with how well their co-
operative is doing its job.

 ≥ They are older.

 ≥ They feel they are in good general or 
mental health.

The benefits experienced include:

 ≥ Skills development.

 ≥ Employment and educational outcomes, 
which are demonstrably driven by skills 
development.

 ≥ Satisfaction with housing stability, quality, 
and security.

 ≥ Greater social capital – e.g., sense of 
community, strength of relationships.

 ≥ Sense of health and wellbeing, including 
that of children.

 ≥ Sense of agency, empowerment, and voice.

Australia’s persistent 
and intensifying housing 
unaffordability and instability 
require effective responses. 
Housing co-operatives offer 
one such response. As member-
based entities, housing 
co-operatives are defined by 
their requirement for member 
participation in core activities. 
Our study has identified the 
core role of co-operativism, 
which includes tenant-
members actively seeking 
to join a co-operative, being 
appropriately trained when 
they join their co-operative, 
and then participating 
equitably in their co-operative. 
As we have shown, when 
recognised and supported 
appropriately, this translates 
into a range of interconnected 
beneficial outcomes for tenant-
members, the co-operatives, 
and broader society. Here, we 
reflect on the core findings 
and their significance for 
co-operative housing, social 
housing more broadly, and 
the landscape of housing and 
housing policy in Australia. 

CHAPTER 14.  
CONCLUSION
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Secondly, we were unable to control for the 
age or condition of housing stock due to the 
absence of consistent data on this. Some 
partner organisations use different software 
packages to rate and track property condition, 
while this data did not yet exist for the WA 
sector. Consistent data on age and condition 
would enable more thorough interpretation 
of data on the time and financial costs of 
managing stock, as well as provide a factor to 
be considered in assessing tenant-members’ 
satisfaction with their housing.

Thirdly, time use data was collected in 
different ways according to the capacity and 
preference of the participating co-operatives, 
which may have impacted the nature of the 
data collected. All participating co-operatives 
were provided with the same tool but chose 
to complete it in different ways. For example, 
some involved many tenant-members in the 
data collection while others delegated this to 
their management committee, or to a single 
individual such as the Chair. Those different 
individuals may have different understandings 
of the scale and nature of tenant-members’ 
participation, which may need to be considered 
in any future work.

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY
As the first national study of the affordable 
rental housing co-operative sector in Australia, 
this project has provided significant insight 
into the factors at play in generating a range 
of benefits, including the central role of 
co-operativism and participation. It has also 
revealed data issues that could be addressed 
by further work in the sector. 

Firstly, as mentioned throughout the report, 
there are instances in which the sample 
size became too small to be able to rely on 
statistical analyses. However, many of the 
correlations were supported by the open-
ended survey question data and interview 
data, which speaks to the value of using a 
multi-methods approach. Some correlations, 
however, were not able to be explored in the 
interviews and so remain worthy of further 
research. This includes whether issues such as 
co-operative size, location, layout, or having 
an additional purpose play a role in outcomes. 
Some of these were discussed as augmenting 
factors based on the statistical analyses, but 
the sample sizes were too small to effectively 
control for multiple factors and to the extent 
that respondents mentioned these factors 
in the qualitative answers, the data is mixed. 
While this would benefit from further research, 
it would again suggest there is value in all 
forms of co-operatives, reinforcing the position 
that co-operatives thrive when they are 
supported to be the best co-operative that 
they want to be.

The issue of sample size also impacted the 
extent to which the cost and work data could 
be broken down. Hence, future studies with a 
greater recruitment rate could provide more 
substantial statistical analysis which could then 
be strengthened by qualitative data.

THE VALUE OF  
A DIVERSE SECTOR
The outcomes above, and the factors driving 
them, were found across all management 
configurations within the sector. This means 
that, regardless of whether a co-operative 
was responsible for a lot of tenancy, repairs, 
and maintenance activities, or very little of 
those, what mattered was co-operativism. As 
discussed, co-operativism involves tenant-
members actively seeking to live in a co-
operative, being trained when they join, being 
committed to the co-operative principles, and 
participating in their co-operative. The role of 
co-operativism in driving outcomes held across 
all levels of managerial responsibility. 

This means that there is an inherent value in 
all of the forms of co-operative responsibility 
that were encountered and that there is not a 
singular level of responsibility that corresponds 
to good outcomes. Moreover, as metropolitan 
co-operatives, co-located co-operatives, and 
co-operatives with an additional purpose on 
average experienced better outcomes, we 
also found good outcomes in metropolitan 
and regional co-operatives, co-located and 
dispersed co-operatives, and co-operatives 
with and without an additional purpose. 

Across all of those variations, co-operativism 
remained a key driver of outcomes. This shows 
us that co-operatives thrive when they have 
the choice and support to be the best version 
of the type of co-operative that they want 
to be. This requires that they be enabled and 
supported to make informed choices and for 
their preferred form to be able to change over 
time if it needs to. This has implications for 
appropriate policy frameworks as part of a 
broader suite of enabling factors, as discussed 
above.
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52. Community Housing Industry Association Victoria (2019).

As a community housing-specific outcomes 
framework, the CHIA Victoria outcomes 
framework52 presents a useful point of 
comparison. That framework presents stability 
as the foundation of the other seven outcomes, 
which are financial wellbeing, suitability, 
safety, health, participation, connection, and 
empowerment. Throughout this report, we 
have documented and discussed stability and 
the first four of those subsequent outcomes, 
showing the ways in which housing co-
operatives have been able to provide these 
fairly central housing components. 

However, the latter three of the CHIA Victoria 
outcomes feature especially prominently 
in our program logic and findings, in ways 
that are deeply inflected by the underlying 
co-operative principles, and which can offer 
insights for housing more broadly. These are 
therefore worth reflecting on in some final 
depth here. In the CHIA Victoria framework, 
participation is defined as participation 
in employment, learning, or volunteering. 
Connection is defined as comprising: healthy, 
functioning families; feeling connected to 
the community; and, feeling connected to 
culture. Thirdly, empowerment is defined as 
comprising personal resilience and control, and 
feeling motivated and hopeful for the future. In 
co-operatives, we find that these three act as 
both enabling factors and outcomes, and are 
in feedback loops that operate to blur the lines 
between cause and effect.

TOWARDS A CO-OPERATIVE 
PRACTICE FRAMEWORK
Previous related work on housing outcomes 
in community housing more broadly has 
developed various models of program logic or 
outcomes frameworks to illustrate the factors 
that can enable good outcomes and the nature 
of those outcomes. We used the AHURI cost-
consequences framework as the starting point 
for building a method to identify the extended 
suite of inputs into housing co-operatives, 
to accommodate the work of their tenant-
members and extended the outcomes to 
accommodate the additional suite of benefits 
created by and through that work. Earlier in the 
report (Chapter 3) we detailed those additional 
inputs and outputs. Having then identified 
some of the primary relationships between 
enabling factors and outcomes, it is worth 
examining comparable outcomes frameworks 
to identify the unique contributions and 
dynamics of co-operatives and the insights that 
can be gleaned for housing more broadly. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR 
FUTURE NATIONAL DATA 
COMPARISONS
The Tenant Member Survey was purpose-
built for this project, building on some survey 
items from the National Social Housing Survey 
(NSHS) and General Social Survey (GSS), 
alongside uniquely purpose-built questions. 
This means that: 

 ≥ there are significant differences in the 
overall surveys that were administered to 
each survey (the Tenant-Member Survey, 
NSHS, and GSS).

 ≥ the wording of questions was altered and is 
not directly comparable in some cases.

 ≥ the methodologies of data collection in 
surveys such as the GSS varied in ways that 
are likely to be large and significant, but for 
which not all details are publicly accessible.

To ensure more accurate and direct 
comparisons in future, it is recommended 
that data for the affordable rental housing 
co-operatives that is routinely collected as part 
of the National Social Housing Survey, be made 
available to the co-operative sector. This would 
involve identification of rental co-operatives at 
the time of data collection and collation, and 
communication of results separately from the 
rest of the community housing sector.

In any future versions of the Tenant Member 
Survey, it is also possible to focus more on 
ensuring that items are directly comparable 
with National Social Housing Survey items, 
if and when this is important for data 
interpretation. The primary objective of this 
project’s data collection was understanding the 
mechanisms through which benefits and values 
within co-operatives are derived, rather than on 
developing a national comparison.
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Our practice framework (Figure 56) therefore 
represents these as the central driving 
mechanism in co-operatives. The co-operative 
wheelhouse is fed by the time and financial 
inputs of co-operatives and CHPs and 
through the seven suites of activities that we 
tracked. It generates immediate outcomes 
such as stable and affordable housing, but 
also longer-term and high-level outcomes 
such as voice and agency. The process is not 
linear though, as feedback loops develop 
between inputs, activities, and outcomes. For 
example, tenant-members that experience a 
sense of agency and voice after participating 
in their co-operative are more likely to value 
participation and to participate actively into 
the future. There are lessons in this that can 
benefit the organisation of social housing 
within and beyond the housing co-operative 
sector. Our practice framework shows this 
dynamism and also recognises the importance 
of the underlying diversity of individuals 
and co-operatives that comprise a thriving 
sector. Below, we summarise how each of 
participation, connection, and empowerment 
are evident in the sector. 

PARTICIPATION AND CO-OPERATIVISM
Participation in aspects of governance and/or 
management is the central defining feature of 
co-operatives, as the primary manifestation of 
co-operativism. In the co-operatives that we 
studied, this ranges from having responsibility 
for tenant-member selection alone, through 
varying aspects of tenancy and property 
management, to being responsible for all 
aspects of tenancy and property management, 
including as registered CHPs. Across that 
diversity, we found that participation is driven 
by numerous enabling factors and in turn, 
equitable participation drives a multitude of 
beneficial outcomes for tenant-members. The 
research foregrounds the value of equitable 
rather than equal participation, foregrounding 
the need for participation to be fair and flexible.

Source: Common Equity Housing Ltd,  
Victoria, used with permission
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ACTIVITIES
1. Tenancy-related activities

2. Property and grounds activities 3. Membership-related activities

4. Governance activities  5. Finance activities

6. Individual tenant-member support

7. Other community activities

IMMEDIATE OUTCOMES
• Housing satisfaction, 

stability, & a�ordability

• Sense of home

• Skills, employment, 
education

• Social capital – sense of
community & connection

• Health and 
wellbeing

• Broader social 
outcomes

HIGHER-LEVEL 
OUTCOMES

• Voice 

• Agency

• Empowerment

ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT 
• Government policies
• CHP culture
• CHP & contractor policies
• Co-op policies
• Appropriate housing stock
• Training and educational 
   support

POSSIBLE AUGMENTING 
FACTORS
• Co-located homes
• Shared facilities
• Additional purpose
• Metropolitan location

TANGIBLE 
CHP INPUTS
• CHP Salaries and Time
• CHP Financial Resources

TANGIBLE 
CO-OP INPUTS
• Co-op financial resources
• Co-op tenant-members’ 
   time (participation)

CO-OPERATIVISM
• Co-op tenant-members’ 
   time (participation)
• Commitment to the 
   co-op principles
• Preference to live in 
   a co-op

INPUTS

PA
RT

IC
IPATION         CO-OPERATIVISM

EMPOWERMENT

DIVERSITY 
OF PEOPLE 

AND CO-OPS

FIGURE 56. Co-operative practice framework
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EMPOWERMENT
Lastly, empowerment in our study was 
again deeply entwined with and inflected 
by the structure, principles, and subsequent 
requirements of being a co-operative. In 
contrast to the CHIA Victoria framework, from 
the outset empowerment in this project was 
interpreted as the ability for tenant-members 
to directly have a say in the governance and 
management of their co-operative. CHIA 
Victoria describe empowerment as tenants (or 
here, tenant-members) being “motivated, in 
control, and active in improving their situation” 
and experiencing overall personal autonomy 
and motivation.53 

In contrast, empowerment in co-operatives, 
as articulated in our study, is focused on 
tenant-members’ sense of their ability to 
steer their co-operative and have their voice 
heard, and to engage with and influence the 
housing co-operative sector at large. This 
focus was established by the co-operative 
tenant-members involved in the direction 
of the research project, and directly reflects 
how tenant-members understand and 
experience their empowerment. Hence, 
again, empowerment is not only an outcome. 
Empowerment in housing co-operatives is 
not enabled by housing and then enacted 
elsewhere or in a generic life course sense; 
instead, co-operatives’ configuration as 
member-based mechanisms of provision mean 
that empowerment is directly embedded in the 
mechanisms of housing provision, expanding 
from that core to influence other spheres of 
tenant-members’ lives and communities.

Focusing on empowerment in this way hones 
the focus to if and how co-operatives are 
able to meet their full and demonstrably 
extraordinary potential. When co-operatives 
and their tenant-members are empowered 
and supported, a nexus of shared purpose 
and participation develops that is bound up in 
multiple forms of individual and community 
development and benefit. 

CONNECTION: SOCIAL CAPITAL AS 
ENABLER AND OUTCOME
As with participation, connection in housing co-
operatives is both an enabler and an outcome. 
Our research explored and analysed this in 
terms of social capital, as well as respondents’ 
senses of community and belonging. We 
found that social capital is intertwined and 
correlated with participation, such that 
shared connections and co-operativism 
reinforce each other through appropriate 
co-operative activities and interactions. 
Those intertwined spaces and activities both 
strengthen community connections and 
other aspects of social capital, as well as the 
effective governance of the co-operative, to 
the extent that individual co-operatives want 
responsibility for this. 

As we have shown, the impact of this is broad, 
with participation and social capital both 
being statistically correlated with a range of 
positive benefits. As discussed in the section on 
social capital, tenant-members’ commitment 
to the co-operative principles, their active 
desire to join a co-operative, and their co-
operative having an additional purpose, are all 
connected to high social capital scores, which 
is unsurprising given that social capital scores 
reflect social and community connections. The 
role of co-operativism is again central here.

However, social capital scores are also 
connected to greater levels of satisfaction 
and greater rates of participation, both as a 
driver and outcome. As shown, participation 
then drives skills, which drive employment and 
education outcomes. Hence, connection is not 
only an outcome, but a fundamental driver of 
multiple benefits. 

In this study, participation is defined as 
participation within the co-operative rather 
than external employment, education, or 
volunteering. We found that participation 
drives satisfaction, skills development, and 
social capital scores, which reflect stronger 
social networks and stronger senses of 
community, trust, and mutuality. Further, we 
found that skills development then drives 
employment and education outcomes, and this 
showed up in correlations, regression analyses, 
and the qualitative data.

As well as driving core outcomes, participation 
itself requires enabling factors and so is an 
outcome of those. These include aspects 
of co-operativism such as tenant-members 
actively seeking to join a co-operative over 
other forms of community housing and being 
trained by both their co-operative and their 
CHP, where this is a separate entity to the co-
operative. Individual tenant-members’ levels 
of participation also correlate with their overall 
housing satisfaction and how well they feel 
their co-operative is doing its job. 

While not directly explored in our statistical 
analysis, those senses of satisfaction and 
competence are likely in turn to be acting 
as attractive factors that encourage further 
participation. The qualitative data supports this 
positive feedback loop and, in some instances, 
highlights this in its inverse form, whereby 
inequitable participation and poor co-operative 
performance deter participation.
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54. See Crabtree-Hayes (2023) 

55. See Crabtree-Hayes (2023) for a glossary explaining the characteristics and intersections between community-led housing forms. 

case in the interviews, which demonstrated 
the multi-layered nature of the feedback 
loops between co-operativism, housing form, 
effective processes, personal development, 
policy, community, professionalism, joy, and 
agency. Just as profound, are the instances 
in which the erosion of any of these can act 
to threaten or undermine multiple benefits. 
Based on our data, we see immense value in 
supporting and enabling a diverse housing 
co-operative sector to thrive. This must 
include addressing the challenges currently 
identified as impacting and undermining 
equitable participation, given its centrality as 
the powerhouse of housing co-operatives and 
their effects.

Lastly then, beyond the sole organisational 
form or sectoral base of affordable rental 
housing co-operatives, our research points 
to the power of housing forms when they 
are supported to foreground community as 
manifest in interpersonal and cross-scalar 
relationships of mutuality and equitable power 
sharing. Considering and supporting housing 
as essential social infrastructure when informed 
by these insights is a transformative act of 
immense potential. We leave this in the words 
of co-operative tenant-members:

The co-op model is a brilliant one 
and it gives me great faith in human 
nature. I have seen it rebuild family 
after family, offering them chances 
and healing that benefited all 
[SURVEY 106]

In the larger context, I believe 
that housing co-ops offer a more 
sustainable means of optimising 
social capital and more equitably 
sharing material wealth, thereby 
helping to stabilise the economy and 
create a kinder, more resilient and 
cohesive society. [SURVEY 64]

operative, other than the way that makes that 
particular co-operative thrive, although there 
are central principles that can be contextually 
applied to enable that, as we discuss in the 
recommendations. Thinking about this in social 
housing more broadly, highlights the absolute 
need for participation to be flexible, equitable, 
and context-specific.

Beyond social housing then, our findings also 
speak to issues of how to live well and especially 
in forms that require collective decision making, 
such as strata ownership. The centrality of 
co-operativism in enabling beneficial outcomes 
perhaps signals the absence of this in strata as 
a driver of the documented governance issues 
and conflicts in that form of ownership title. 
The possibility of a core agreed mission, suite of 
objectives, and effective policies and processes 
to anchor and focus strata governance is 
certainly worth exploring.

Moreover, the significance of co-operativism, 
and possible augmenting role of co-location 
and shared spaces in enabling a range of 
outcomes resonates with the literature and 
practice of intentional communities, particularly 
cohousing. Our findings point towards many 
of the core components and benefits of 
cohousing, a housing form which seeks to 
balance individual and community spaces in 
intentionally designed community-oriented 
housing developments that foreground 
physical and institutional design.54 Perhaps not 
surprisingly, many cohousing developments 
adopt a co-operative structure as their 
organisational form, and it should be noted that 
some of the co-operatives in the ARHC sector 
are cohousing developments55. This report then 
underlines the possible relevance and benefits 
of enabling the greater uptake of cohousing 
developments due to the benefits we have 
demonstrated that can be delivered through its 
core features of co-location, shared purpose, 
and shared spaces. This was especially the 

SIGNIFICANCE FOR  
OTHER HOUSING FORMS  
AND SECTORS
Beyond the housing co-operative sector, the 
insights from co-operatives offer much to how 
participation, connection, and empowerment 
can be conceptualised and supported in 
community housing and social housing more 
broadly. Policy and outcomes frameworks 
increasingly seek to enable and consider 
residents’ voices. This report’s findings speak 
from the heart of a sector that is defined by 
resident voices and with decades of experience 
in striving to uphold the centrality of those 
voices in a shifting policy landscape. Social 
housing (meaning both community and public 
housing) can learn much from co-operatives, 
if the intention is to support tenant voices and 
foster more of the suite of benefits that we 
have documented. 

In addition to the possible expansion of 
understanding or forms of connection, 
participation, and empowerment as 
described above, a critical finding here is that 
participation cannot be unilaterally enforced, 
uniform, or transactional. The core role of 
co-operativism and an active sense of shared 
purpose in participation mean this cannot be 
enforced as a mandatory obligation alone, as it 
will fail if not supported as a central component 
of a functioning and desirable undertaking. 

Moreover, participation has to be doable and 
make sense in the context of people’s lives. The 
intertwined nature of the spaces and processes 
through which tenant-members live and work 
in their co-operatives, means that processes 
and relationships need to be functional and 
effective. In this research, we found that this 
foregrounds the critical need for balance 
and interconnection according to the desires 
and abilities of individual tenant-members 
and the objectives of different co-operatives. 
There is no single “right” way to be a co-
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APPENDIX 1. TABLES OF REGRESSION ANALYSES

TABLE 23. Regression analysis of log size and log time use per dwelling

SUMMARY OUTPUT

Regression Statistics

Multiple R 0.863

R Square 0.744

Adjusted R Square 0.725

Standard Error 0.225

Observations 15

ANOVA

 df SS MS F Significance F

Regression 1 1.919 1.92 37.975 3.42E-05

Residual 13 0.657 0.05

Total 14 2.576    

 Coefficients Standard Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% Upper 95% Lower 95.0% Upper 95.0%

Intercept 3.0176 0.203 14.88 1.52E-09 2.58 3.455 2.58 3.4555

Log size -1.0118 0.164 -6.16 3.42E-05 -1.37 -0.66 -1.366 -0.657

TABLE 24. Regression analysis of participation rate and log time use per dwelling

SUMMARY OUTPUT

Regression Statistics

Multiple R 0.733

R Square 0.537

Adjusted R Square 0.502

Standard Error 0.302

Observations 15

ANOVA

 df SS MS F Significance F

Regression 1 1.384 1.385 15.11 0.0019

Residual 13 1.191 0.092

Total 14 2.576    

 Coefficients Standard Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% Upper 95% Lower 95.0% Upper 95.0%

Intercept 1.188 0.180 6.582 1.76E-05 0.798 1.578 0.798 1.578

Participation rate 0.910 0.234 3.887 0.0019 0.405 1.417 0.405 1.417

APPENDICES
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 2. TABLES OF CORRELATED OUTCOMES
These tables present summaries of the statistical analyses of the project hypotheses. ‘Dependent 
variables’ are the outcomes or items that we were looking to investigate and ‘significant variables’ 
are factors that were statistically identified as possibly driving those outcomes. Each table has a 
summary at the end that explains its take-home messages.

TABLE 25. Relationships between interest in the co-operative principles and participation

Hypothesis
Interest in co-operative principles correlates with level of  
participation (co-operative governance and management)

Dependent variable  ≥ Participation – hours (0h, 1-10h, 11+)

Significant variables  
(1% unless indicated, 5%**, 10%*)  
and descriptive reporting  
where applicable

 ≥ Principles – democratic control (when joined)* 

 ≥ Principles – democratic control (now) for four category 
dependent* 

 ≥ Principles – member economic participation for  
four category dependent (now)* 

 ≥ Participation – Role in coop

 ≥ Participation – Regularity of

 ≥ Age

 ≥ Gender* – males report they do more

 ≥ Health*

 ≥ Mental health**

Summary The principles, when started, now and the change are not a driver of participation, even though they are positively associated 
with health and wellbeing. This means that other, diverse factors are driving the level of participation. 

This analysis also tells us who is participating more with age (older people do more), gender (people identifying as female do 
more), general health and mental health significantly correlated.

TABLE 26. Relationship between training and participation

Hypothesis Training increases participation

Dependent variable  ≥ Participation – hours (0h, 1-10h, 11+)

Significant variables  
(1% unless indicated, 5%**, 10%*) and 
descriptive reporting where applicable

 ≥ Adequate support provided (Yes/No)** 

 ≥ Dummy variable (1=co-op based training or learning; 
0=other (e.g. no training, housing  
provider training) (see note below)

 ≥ Participation – Role in coop

 ≥ Participation – Regularity of

 ≥ Mixed training provided by co-op and provider (or other)

 ≥ No training (negative)

 ≥ Age

 ≥ Gender* – males report they do more

 ≥ Health*

 ≥ Mental health**

Summary If tenant-members are trained, they participate more. Initially we tested whether the variable for co-operative training was 
significantly related to participation in relation to provider training. If tenant-members are trained by their co-operative, they 
participate more (correlation of 0.228@1%). This also held when we used “participation – regularity” and “participation – role in 
the co-op” as the dependent variable. 

However, we dug a little deeper because the member survey question was a multiple response variable. Thus, we created new 
variables: 1 = co-op based training only (options 1 and/or 2); 2 = provider based training only (option 3); 3 = mixed training (co-
op based and/or provider and/or other); 4 = N/A, no training or when only ‘other’ option was chosen. 

When training is provided by both the co-operative and provider (that is, the respondent ticked both boxes), the dummy 
variable is significantly related to “participation - hours”. The correlation coefficient is 0.217 at 1% significance. Neither co-
operative training by itself (formal and informal) nor provider training by itself are significantly related to participation. However, 
“no training” is significantly negatively related to participation (-0.243 at 1%). 

Thus, training increases participation and mixed training is best. 
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TABLE 28. Correlation between housing preference and participation

Hypothesis Members with different reasons for joining the co-operative will have different levels of participation in the co-operative. 

Dependent variable  ≥ Participation – Role

 ≥ Participation – regularity 

Significant variables (1% unless indicated, 
5%**, 10%*) and descriptive reporting 
where applicable

 ≥ I wanted to live in a co-operative + this co-op (+ve)**

 ≥ I wanted to live in this co-op (+ve)**

 ≥ I wanted to live in a co-operative with a special purpose (-ve)**

 ≥ It wasn’t important where I live (-ve for regularity only)**

Insignificant variables  ≥ I wanted to live in a co-op

Summary This indicates that people who wanted to live in their particular co-operative participate more and people who had no housing 
preference participate less. 

TABLE 29. Factors that correlate with a sense of home

Hypothesis Living in a co-operative creates a strong sense of home

Dependent variable Sense of home

Significant variables (1% unless 
indicated, 5%**, 10%*) and descriptive 
reporting where applicable

 ≥ Dwelling size satisfaction

 ≥ Health 

 ≥ Mental health

 ≥ Participation – Role in coop* 

 ≥ Gender – female lower**

 ≥ Type of home

Summary There is no variation within the dependent variable of ‘living in a co-op’, as all respondents live in a co-operative.

To the extent that “living in a co-op” can be measured by participation, there is some verification of this with the variable 
“participation – role in a coop”, which is significant, but only at the 10% level. The regularity of participation is not significant. 

Satisfaction with dwelling size is the most important determinant at 0.365 and 1%. 

TABLE 30. Relationship between satisfaction and participation

Hypothesis Satisfaction with housing quality is determined by responsibility (participation) for housing 

Dependent variable  ≥ Satisfaction – housing quality

Significant variables (1% unless indicated, 
5%**, 10%*) and descriptive reporting 
where applicable

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op performance on property and grounds 

 ≥ Participation – Role in co-op 

 ≥ Participation – regularity of participation 

 ≥ Sense of home

 ≥ Satisfaction with dwelling size

 ≥ Age

 ≥ Health

 ≥ Mental health

 ≥ Gender* – Female higher

 ≥ Born in Aus* – Yes higher

 ≥ State **

Summary Responsibility from the typology is not a significant driver of satisfaction. However, participation in co-operative activities is a 
strong determinant of satisfaction with housing quality (see Table 26 for other satisfaction variables). 
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TABLE 32. Relationship between participation and skills development 

Hypothesis Participation drives skills development

Dependent variable  ≥ Skill development

Significant variables (1% unless 
indicated, 5%**, 10%*) and descriptive 
reporting where applicable

 ≥ Participation – count of activities

 ≥ Participation – number of hours 

 ≥ Participation – Role in coop

 ≥ Participation – regularity of participation

 ≥ Age*

 ≥ Health

 ≥ Mental health

 ≥ State*

 ≥ Education attainment**

Summary Participation in the co-operative drives skill development as perceived by tenant-members

TABLE 33. Relationship between participation and employment outcomes

Hypothesis Participation drives employment (note: 0.21 correlation with skills @1%)

Dependent variable  ≥ Employment outcomes

Significant variables (1% unless indicated, 
5%**, 10%*) and descriptive reporting where 
applicable

 ≥ Regional versus metro – metro positive

 ≥ Type of home**

 ≥ Health

 ≥ Mental health

 ≥ Employment status

 ≥ Source of income*

 ≥ Education attainment

 ≥ Financial situation** 

Summary Although there are many other factors that drive employment outcomes, such as health, education, and location of the co-
operative (regional vs metro), employment is correlated with skills development, which itself is determined by participation.

Tenant-members know that their participation is driving skill development and that this skill development is important for 
employment, but participation itself doesn’t drive employment.

TABLE 34. Relationship between participation and educational outcomes

Hypothesis Participation drives education (Note: 0.24 correlation with skills @1%; and 0.61 @1% with employment)

Dependent variable  ≥ Education outcomes

Significant variables (1% unless 
indicated, 5%**, 10%*) and descriptive 
reporting where applicable

 ≥ Participation – count of activities*

 ≥ Regional versus metro – metro positive

 ≥ Type of home*

 ≥ Age*

 ≥ Health**

 ≥ Education attainment

 ≥ Financial situation*

Summary Although there are many other factors that drive education outcomes such as health and education and location of the co-op 
in a regional versus metro sense, we know that education is correlated with skill development, which itself is determined by 
participation.

So members know that their participation is driving skill development and that this skill development is important for employment 
but participation itself doesn’t drive education
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TABLE 35. Factors driving health and wellbeing outcomes

Hypothesis Living in a co-operative generates positive health and well-being outcomes

Dependent variable

Health as a co-op benefit  
(Chose this benefit = 1; did not choose the 
benefit= 0

Has living in a co-op benefit affected 
general health  
(Negative=0, neutral=1, positive=2) 

Has living in a co-op benefit affected 
general happiness  
(Negative or neutral=0, positive=1)

Significant variables (1% 
unless indicated, 5%**, 
10%*) and descriptive 
reporting where 
applicable

 ≥ Importance of co-op principles

 − VOM – Now

 − VOM – Change

 − DMC – Now 

 − DMC – Change**

 − AI – Now 

 − AI – Change**

 − ETI – Now** 

 − CFC – Before

 − CFC – Now

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenancy

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Prop. & 
grounds**

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – membership

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – governance

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – finance**

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenant support

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Other tasks** 

 ≥ Social capital and autonomy

 − I know most people in co-op**

 − Most people know me

 − Influence over what co-op is like

 − Members and I agree on co-op needs

 − Solve problems w/o external support

 −  People look out for each other and 
help out

 − Importance of sense of community 

 − I feel a strong sense of community

 −  I have a say on important issues with 
housing provider

 − I talk to people in the co-op

 − People can be trusted in the co-op**

 − I borrow and exchange favours in 
co-op

 − Good place to live

 − Good place to raise children 

 − Good place for family to live in

 − Good place to retire/grow old

 ≥ Typology - influence 

 − Dummy variable SH, BM, M (-ve)

 − Dummy variable BM, M (+ve)

 ≥ Cluster (CERC, NSW, CMC, other) (+ve)**

 − Cluster dummy – CERC (-ve)

 − Cluster dummy – NSW (+ve)

 ≥ I wanted to live in a co-op + this co-op 
(+ve)**

 ≥ I wanted to live in this co-op (+ve)**

 ≥ It wasn’t important to me where I lived 
(-ve)

 ≥ Satisfaction with building quality

 ≥ Satisfaction space for family**

 ≥ Satisfaction for HH needs

 ≥ Satisfaction with comfort to live in

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in home

 ≥ Participation – count of activities (+ve)**

 ≥ Importance of co-op principles

 − VOM – Now

 − VOM – Change

 − DMC – Now 

 − DMC – Change**

 − MEP – Change**

 − AI – Now 

 − AI – Change

 − ETI – Now 

 − ETI – Change 

 − CAC – Change** 

 − CFC – Before

 − CFC – Now

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenancy

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Prop. & grounds

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – membership

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – governance

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – finance

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenant support

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Other tasks

 ≥ Social capital and autonomy

 − I know most people in co-op

 − Most people know me**

 − Influence over what co-op is like

 − Members and I agree on co-op needs

 − Solve problems w/o external support

 − Problems solved with external 
support

 − Problems difficult to solve (-ve)

 −  People look out for each other and 
help out

 − Importance of sense of community 

 − I feel a strong sense of community

 −  I have a say on important issues with 
housing provider

 − People move in and out of co-op (-ve)

 − I talk to people in the co-op

 − People can be trusted in the co-op

 −  I borrow and exchange favours  
in co-op

 − Good place to live

 − Good place to raise children

 − Good place for family to live in

 − Good place to retire/grow old

 ≥ Typology - influence 

 − Dummy variable SH, BM, M (-ve)

 − Dummy variable SH, BM (+ve)*

 ≥ Cluster (CERC, NSW, CMC, other) (+ve)

 − Cluster dummy – CERC (-ve)

 − Cluster dummy – All others (+ve)

 ≥ Participation – count of activities (+ve)

 ≥ Importance of co-op principles

 − DMC – Now** 

 − AI – Now* 

 − AI – Change**

 − ETI – Change 

 − CAC – Change 

 − CFC – Now

 − CFC – Change

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenancy

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Prop. & grounds

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – membership

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – governance

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – finance

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – tenant support

 ≥ Satisfaction with co-op – Other tasks

 ≥ Social capital and autonomy

 − I know most people in co-op

 − Most people know me

 − Influence over what co-op is like

 − Members and I agree on co-op needs

 − Solve problems w/o external support

 − Problems solved with external 
support

 − Problems difficult to solve (-ve)**

 −  People look out for each other and 
help out

 − Importance of sense of community 

 − I feel a strong sense of community

 −  I have a say on important issues with 
housing provider

 − People move in and out of co-op 
(-ve)**

 − I talk to people in the co-op

 − People can be trusted in the co-op

 − I borrow and exchange favours in 
co-op

 − Good place to live

 − Good place to raise children

 − Good place for family to live in

 − Good place to retire/grow old

 ≥ Typology - influence 

 − Dummy variable SH, BM, M (-ve)**

 ≥ Cluster (CERC, NSW, CMC, other) (+ve)

 − Cluster dummy – CERC (-ve)

 − Cluster dummy – All others (+ve)

 ≥ I wanted to live in this co-op (+ve)

 ≥ It wasn’t important to me where I lived 
(-ve)

 ≥ Satisfaction with building quality

 ≥ Satisfaction space for family

 ≥ Satisfaction for HH needs

 ≥ Satisfaction with comfort to live in



Western Sydney University170

APPENDICES

Hypothesis Living in a co-operative generates positive health and well-being outcomes

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in coop*

 ≥ Satisfaction with accessibility 

 ≥ Regional versus metro (Metro +ve)

 ≥ Age

 ≥ Gender (males +ve)

 ≥ Born in Aus (no +ve)

 ≥ General health**

 ≥ Mental health 

 ≥ Employment status (employment –ve)**

 ≥ Source of income (wages –ve)**

 ≥ I wanted to live in a co-op + this co-op 
(+ve)*

 ≥ I wanted to live in this co-op (+ve)

 ≥ It wasn’t important to me where I lived 
(-ve)

 ≥ Satisfaction with building quality

 ≥ Satisfaction space for family

 ≥ Satisfaction for HH needs

 ≥ Satisfaction with comfort to live in

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in home

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in coop*

 ≥ Satisfaction with accessibility 

 ≥ Regional versus metro (Metro +ve)

 ≥ Participation – Regularity** 

 ≥ Gender (males +ve)

 ≥ Born in Aus (no +ve)**

 ≥ General health

 ≥ Mental health 

 ≥ Education

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in home

 ≥ Satisfaction – safe and secure in coop

 ≥ Satisfaction with accessibility 

 ≥ Regional versus metro (Metro +ve)

 ≥ Participation – Regularity** 

 ≥ Age**

 ≥ Gender (males +ve)**

 ≥ Born in Aus (no +ve)**

 ≥ General health

 ≥ Mental health 

 ≥ Education**

Summary Co-op members who report strong 
commitment to the co-operative principles, 
have higher health and wellbeing outcomes. 

The relationship between health and co-
operative principles is regarding the belief 
in the co-operative principles now rather 
than when they first joined a co-operative. 
This suggests that tenant-members see the 
health benefits of living in a co-operative 
and become more committed to the co-
operative principles. As such, the change in 
commitment to the co-operative principles is 
significantly related to health. 

 ≥ In particular, the co-operative principles 
related to “voluntary and open 
membership”, “democratic member 
control”, “autonomy and independence”, 
“Education, training and information”, 
“Concern for community”

 ≥ The better the co-operative is run, the 
more likely a respondent is to say that 
health has improved.

 ≥ People who are not in the labour force 
and not earning income are more likely 
to flag the benefit of better health from 
living in a co-operative.

The strongest drivers of health are the social 
capital and autonomy variables. These 
generally have correlation coefficients of 0.2-
0.5. Particularly the variables (Corr. 0.4-0.6):

 ≥ People look out for each other and 
help out

 ≥ I feel a strong sense of community
 ≥ Good place to live

Another strong driver is how well the 
co-operative performs other co-operative 
activities, membership activities, and 
governance activities 

The strongest drivers of happiness are the 
social capital and autonomy variables. These 
generally have correlation coefficients of 0.2-
0.5. Particularly the variables (Corr. 0.4-0.6):

 ≥ People look out for each other and help 
out

 ≥ I feel a strong sense of community
 ≥ People can be trusted in the co-op
 ≥ Good place to live
 ≥ Good place to retire/grow old

Another strong driver is how well the co-op 
performs individual tenant support as well as 
Satisfaction – safe and secure in coop

TABLE 35. Factors driving health and wellbeing outcomes continued
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