
 

 
 

BASICS OF SEIFA 
 

What is SEIFA?  
 
SEIFA stands for Socio-economic Indexes for Areas.  
 
SEIFA has been designed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) to measure the 
socioeconomic condition (advantage/disadvantage) of areas using relevant data from the 
Census of Population and Housing.  
 
The notion of relative socio-economic advantage and disadvantage used in SEIFA is broadly 
defined as: “People’s access to material and social resources and their ability to participate in 
society; relative to what is commonly experienced or accepted by the wider community”.  
 
The four SEIFA indexes 
 
There are four indexes that comprise of SEIFA. Each index is composed of slightly different 
variables and represents a different aspect of the notion of advantage and disadvantage.  
 
Some of the variables used to produce SEIFA indexes include income, un/employment, 
educational attainment, English proficiency, family structure and household 
ownership/expenditure. 
 
The four indexes are:  
 

 Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage: a general measure of relative 
socioeconomic disadvantage at an area level, from most disadvantaged to least 
disadvantaged.  

o Low score: high level of relatively disadvantaged people in an area.  
o High score: low level of relatively disadvantaged people in an area, not a high 

percentage of advantaged people.  
 

 Relative Socio-economic Advantage/Disadvantage: a general measure of both 
relative socioeconomic advantage and disadvantage at an area level.  

o High score: high level of relatively advantaged people AND low level of 
relatively disadvantaged people in an area (low score: visa versa).  
 

 Economic Resources: a general measure of census variables that reflect 
household wealth.   

o High score: households with greater access to economic resources (low 
score: visa versa).  

 

 Education and Occupation: a general measure of variables relating to educational 
and occupational characteristics of communities, such as formal qualifications and 
skills required for various occupations.  

o Low score: high level of people without qualifications, employment and skilled 
occupations.  

o High score: high level of people with high qualifications and highly skilled 
jobs.  



 

SEIFA is calculated for the second smallest unit of geography for census data called the 
Statistical Area Level 1 (SA1) (behind mesh blocks). SEIFA is also available for larger 
areas including State Suburbs, Postal Areas and Local Government Areas.  
 
SEIFA are represented as scores, however these scores are also categorised into ranks, 
deciles and percentiles so they can be more easily interpreted by the reader.   
 
What you CAN do with SEIFA 
 
SEIFA Indexes are used as a general evidence base for the following:  
 

 Determining areas that require or would benefit from  more funding and services 

 Identifying new business opportunities  

 Strategic planning  

 Social and economic research, particularly exploring the relationship between 
socioeconomic disadvantage and various social outcomes.  

 
The thematic mapping of SEIFA scores is also often done to view the spatial distribution of 
relative advantage/disadvantage and assist policy makers/planners in place based decision 
making.  
 
What you CAN’T do with SEIFA   
 
Decision makers should be cautious when using SEIFA to inform their planning as it has a 
number of limitations:  
 

 SEIFA is a relative measure: SEIFA is best interpreted as an ordinal measure 
rather than interval numbers – in other words, they are only useful in ranking an area 
relative to other areas of comparison (from lowest to highest). SEIFA scores do not 
represent some quantity of advantage or disadvantage. For example, an area with a 
score of 500 is not twice as disadvantaged as an area with a score of 1000. The 
scores cannot be used in this manner – you can only say that the area with a score 
of 500 is relatively more disadvantaged when compared to higher scoring areas.  
 

 SEIFA is a summary measure: SEIFA measures relative advantage and 
disadvantage on an area level not an individual level. The main limitation to this is 
that a blanket conclusion made about individuals living within an area can misclassify 
many that deviate from the area’s dominant socioeconomic characteristics.  
 

 SEIFA cannot be compared over time: SEIFA is designed to compare the relative 
socioeconomic characteristics of an area at a given point in time rather than over 
time. For example, you cannot say an area is more/less disadvantaged in 2011 than 
it was in 2006. This is mostly due to variables (and their weightings) and area 
boundaries used by the ABS to calculate SEIFA scores changing from census to 
census. If comparisons are made over time, it is best to use deciles rather than ranks 
or scores.   

 

 SEIFA is not a perfect measure: Some areas do not receive a SEIFA score due to 
high non response rates and low populations. Therefore a complete picture of 
disadvantage cannot always be achieved. When using SEIFA indexes, it may also be 
useful to understand the impact of certain variables (such as age) on the score as 
this may show that certain groups within an area may be experiencing more 
disadvantage than counterpart groups. For example, people over 70 years old are 
often overrepresented in the lowest deciles and underrepresented in the highest 
deciles. This reflects the fact that this demographic is more likely to have lower 
incomes and fewer economic resources than younger age groups.  



 

Overall, the ABS is clear to state that the concept of disadvantage is subjective across 
different regions and cultures, with different interpretations of which variables constitute 
greater disadvantage than others. Single measures such as SEIFA can never fully identify 
socioeconomic disadvantage and therefore a range of measures should be used when 
undertaking decision making for affected communities.  
 
Key SEIFA references  
 
The ABS website (www.abs.gov.au) has a number of reference papers that further explore 
SEIFA and its use:  
 

 ABS Technical Paper – Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) 2011 (Author: 
Brian Pink) [Cat. No. 2033.0.55.001] 
 

 ABS Research Paper – Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas: Robustness, Diversity 
within Larger Areas and the New Geography Standard 2012 (Author: Peter Radisich 
& Phillip Wise) [Cat. No. 1351.0.55.038]  
 

 ABS Research Paper – Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas: Getting a Handle on 
Individual Diversity within Areas 2011 (Author: Phillip Wise & Rosalyn Mathews) [Cat. 
No. 1351.0.55.036]  

http://www.abs.gov.au/

