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Introduction 
 
Social isolation and loneliness are growing issues in Australia. Social isolation has been 

defined as a state of having minimal contact with others. It is different from loneliness, which 

is a personal and subjective state of having a lower level of social contact than desired1. 

Social isolation differs from social exclusion2, however, socially excluded or minority groups 

can have an increased risk of loneliness wherever there are elements in society that exclude 

people based on age, disability, race, gender and sexual orientation3.  

 
The most recent Australian Loneliness Report4 estimates that one in four Australian adults 

are lonely, and one in two (51%) report feeling lonely for at least one day each week. The 

report also found that Australians aged 65 years and over were the least lonely, while one in 

three young adults (35%) aged 18 to 25 years old reported feeling lonely three or more times 

per week5. A longitudinal study by Relationships Australia6 also found that one in three 

Australians reported an episode of loneliness between 2001 and 2009, with 40% of these 

people experiencing more than one episode of loneliness. The most recent World Happiness 

Report7 further revealed that Australia has dropped out of the top ten happiest countries in 

the world for the first time in 2019, sitting at eleventh place. The World Happiness 

assessment looks at six key variables, including social support.  

 
The causes of social isolation and loneliness are complex, however, there are certain factors 

that may increase a person’s risk of being lonely and socially isolated. These factors include 

living alone and not being in a relationship with a partner, relationship breakdown and/or 

separation, being a single parent, being unemployed and receiving income support, 

commuting long hours to work, having little to no social contact or community connection, 

and reliance on social media1,5. These risk factors, along with others, will be explored further 

in this paper.  

 

Social isolation and loneliness have been linked to a range of poor physical and mental 

health outcomes, and while there are no current estimates, the economic cost of loneliness 

 
1Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2019, Social isolation and loneliness, https://bit.ly/33xlFF6  

 
2Social exclusion can be distinguished from social isolation, defining social isolation as the phenomenon of non-participation (of 

an individual or group) in a society's mainstream institutions, while reserving 'social exclusion' for the subset of cases in which 

social isolation occurs for reasons that are beyond the control of those subject to it (Barry, 1998; https://bit.ly/31iVdNM)  

 
3Jennings-Edquist, G. 2019, ‘Feeling isolated? You’re not alone. Here’s why 1 in 4 of us are lonely’, ABC Life, 4 October, 

https://ab.co/2zVELbx  

 
4Australian Psychological Society & Swinburne University of Technology 2018, Australian Loneliness Report, 

https://bit.ly/2OE7gim  

 
5Lim, M.H. 2019, ‘1 in 3 young adults is lonely – and it affects their mental health’, The Conversation, 1 October, 

https://bit.ly/31c4pDz  

 
6Relationships Australia 2018, Is Australia experiencing an epidemic of loneliness? Findings from 16 waves of the Household 

Income and Labour Dynamics of Australia Survey, https://bit.ly/2OP3Pcm  

 
7Frankland, N. 2019, ‘Australia slips in the World Happiness rankings’, The New Daily, 21 March, https://bit.ly/2NZQyx2  

  

https://bit.ly/33xlFF6
https://bit.ly/31iVdNM
https://ab.co/2zVELbx
https://bit.ly/2OE7gim
https://bit.ly/31c4pDz
https://bit.ly/2OP3Pcm
https://bit.ly/2NZQyx2


  5 
 

in Australia is likely to be substantial8. A recent report did, however, find that if social 

inclusion was better harnessed, it could amount to a $12.7 billion annual boost to the 

Australian economy9.  

 

With the growing awareness of social isolation and loneliness as a significant social issue, 

there have been a number of strategies and initiatives being implemented around the world 

to prevent and address its impacts. This includes;  

 

• The British Government appointing a Minister for Loneliness in January 2018 to 

reduce stigma and address growing social isolation in their population10. 

 

• In Australia, the introduction of intergenerational playgroups to connect young 

children with aged care residents11. Some aged care facilities have also started 

offering free accommodation and meals to university students who participate in their 

companion programs for elderly residents12.  

 

• Targeted community development interventions such as support groups, friendship 

programs, arts and culture based activities, and mental health services13.  

 

Aim of this paper: measuring social isolation and loneliness on a local level  
 
There are several population-level surveys in Australia that have been developed over time 

with the aim of measuring social isolation and loneliness. As discussed, surveys such as the 

Australian Loneliness Report and the Household and Labour Dynamics of Australia (HILDA) 

survey are used to estimate the prevalence of social isolation and loneliness on a national 

level. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) also undertakes the General Social Survey 

on randomly selected Australian households to collect information on factors that are 

associated with social isolation and loneliness (such as contact with family and friends, 

discrimination, volunteering, time pressures and trust). Other validated tools such as the 

Australian Centre on Quality of Life’s Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) are also often used by 

government and non-government organisations to measure quality of life across different 

population groups. The PWI explores domains which contribute to social isolation and 

 
8Social isolation and loneliness have been linked to conditions such as anxiety and depression, suicide, dementia, poor health 

behaviours such as smoking, physical inactivity and poor sleep, high blood pressure, poorer immune function, and premature 

death.  

 
9Evlin, L. 2019, ‘How social inclusion could boost Australia’s economy by $12.7 billion a year’, SBS News, 28 August, 

https://bit.ly/33tzF2s  

 
10Davey, M. 2018, ‘Loneliness study finds one in five Australians rarely or never have someone to talk to’, The Guardian, 9 

November, https://bit.ly/2D6OBtz  

 
11Semmier, E. 2019, ‘Intergenerational playgroups reduce social isolation for parents, aged care residents’, ABC News, 9 

September, https://ab.co/35wENES  

 
12Tatham, H. 2019, ‘Free rent and meals offered by nursing home to students in companion program’, ABC News, 30 

September, https://ab.co/2mRVwB1  

 
13King, S. et al 2018, Going It Alone: A Study of Lone Person Households, Social Isolation and Disadvantage in Sydney, 

Anglicare Sydney, https://bit.ly/2nHzrWa  

https://www.relationships.org.au/what-we-do/research/an-epidemic-of-loneliness-2001-2017
https://www.relationships.org.au/what-we-do/research/an-epidemic-of-loneliness-2001-2017
https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/home/Survey+Participant+Information+-+General+Social+Survey
http://www.acqol.com.au/instruments
https://bit.ly/33tzF2s
https://bit.ly/2D6OBtz
https://ab.co/35wENES
https://ab.co/2mRVwB1
https://bit.ly/2nHzrWa
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loneliness, including standard of living, health, life achievements, safety, community 

connectedness, spirituality and future security. 

 

Despite the range of measurement tools available, directly measuring social isolation and 

loneliness in the local community has proven to be more difficult. There is no single 

demographic indicator on a local level that directly asks, “Are you socially isolated?” or “How 

often have you felt lonely in the last week?”.  

 

The aim of this paper is to explore twelve demographic indicators that may not directly 

measure social isolation and loneliness, but indicate an increased risk of social isolation and 

loneliness in the local community. The demographic indicators will be presented for Greater 

Western Sydney (GWS), one of the fastest growing regions in New South Wales (NSW). 

 

 

SPOTLIGHT: EXPLORING SOCIAL ISOLATION AND LONELINESS IN 

THE HAWKESBURY  
 

Despite the struggles in measuring social isolation and loneliness, there has been recent 

research undertaken on this topic in the Hawkesbury area situated in the north-west of the 

GWS region. A report by Peppercorn Services and Western Sydney University called 

Loneliness and Social Isolation: Young People of the Hawkesbury 2019 surveyed young 

people in the area on issues such as loneliness, physical and mental health, technology and 

service engagement. Survey questions for the loneliness scales were inspired by the 

Australian Loneliness Report and the Children’s Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Scale. 

Of the 713 young people in the Hawkesbury surveyed, 28% felt they could not talk to their 

friends about private matters and important decisions, and 30% felt alone when with their 

family.  

 

A 2019 report by Wentworth Healthcare Limited, Improving Social Connections of Older 

People: Workshops in the Hawkesbury, also presented the results from three workshops 

undertaken in Bligh Park, North Richmond and Pitt Town. The report highlighted that current 

approaches to improving social connectedness are not working for older people in the area. 

Social isolation is also exacerbated the physical isolation of the region, low access to 

transport hubs, lack of respite and carer support services, and lack of overall service 

coordination. The report highlighted several recommendations, including the establishment of 

a Social Connectedness Hawkesbury Advisory Committee (SCHAC). The SCHAC will play a 

key role in developing a vison for social connectedness in the Hawkesbury, building on the 

ideas developed in the workshop and focusing on improving access to and coordination 

amongst existing services.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.peppercornservices.com.au/
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/
https://www.communityconnective.com.au/images/stories/10_19/Report_on_Social_Connectedness_in_Hawkesbury_23_September_2019.pdf
https://www.communityconnective.com.au/images/stories/10_19/Report_on_Social_Connectedness_in_Hawkesbury_23_September_2019.pdf
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Regions used in this paper  
 
Greater Western Sydney (GWS) is made up of the following 13 Local Government Areas 

(LGAs) (See Map 1): 

 

• Blacktown  

• Blue Mountains  

• Camden  

• Campbelltown  

• Canterbury-Bankstown  

• Cumberland 

• Fairfield 

• Hawkesbury  

• Liverpool 

• Parramatta  

• Penrith  

• The Hills Shire 

• Wollondilly  

 

This paper also covers two additional LGAs, Lithgow and Wingecarribee, but these are not 

included in GWS totals.  

 

Where possible, GWS is also compared with data for Greater Sydney, Rest of Sydney, DCJ 

Western Sydney District, DCJ South Western Sydney District and NSW:  

 

• Greater Sydney and NSW are compiled from ABS boundaries.  

• Rest of Sydney is calculated by subtracting the totals of Greater Sydney with the 

totals of GWS.  

• DCJ Western Sydney District (DCJ WS District) is made up of Blacktown, Blue 

Mountains, Cumberland, Hawkesbury, Lithgow, Parramatta, Penrith and The Hills 

Shire LGAs.  

• DCJ South Western Sydney (DCJ SWS District) is made up of Camden, 

Campbelltown, Canterbury-Bankstown, Fairfield, Liverpool, Wingecarribee and 

Wollondilly LGAs. 
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Map 1: Local Government Areas of GWS (including Lithgow and Wingecarribee LGAs) 
 

 
 



  9 
 

Indicators for social isolation and loneliness: Examples from 
Greater Western Sydney 
 

The following section explores twelve indicators that could be used to show an increased risk 

of social isolation and loneliness in the community. The data presented are the most current 

indicators available for GWS and comparative regions.  
 

Indicator 1: Support in times of crisis  
 

The Social Health Atlas of Australia releases an indicator looking at the estimated rate of 

adults who can get support in times of crisis from persons outside their household. Low rates 

for this indicator could suggest a degree of social isolation from broader family and 

community networks.  
 

The most recent data shows that LGAs such Fairfield (90.5%), Canterbury-Bankstown 

(91.8%) and Cumberland (91.9%) have the lowest rates of adults in GWS who were able to 

get support in times of crisis outside of their household. The outer, fringe LGAs of Blue 

Mountains (94.5%) and Wollondilly (94.4%) had the highest rates (See Figure 1). The exact 

reasons for these results are unknown, however, low levels of crisis support in the GWS 

LGAs above could be because these areas have high numbers of culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CALD) communities which often deal with crises within their family and cultural 

networks. It could also be associated with factors such as limited English proficiency, socio-

economic disadvantage or lack of connection with local services. The higher rates of crisis 

support for outlying GWS LGAs is reflective of the tight knit culture of regionally located 

communities, especially in times of hardship.   
 

Figure 1: Support in times of crisis, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2014 

 
Source: PHIDU Torrens University, Social Health Atlas of Australia (Data by Local Government Area), Published June 2019.  
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Indicator 2: Providing support to other relatives living outside household 
 
The second indicator, also from the Social Health Atlas of Australia, explores the estimated 

rate of adults who provide support to other relatives living outside the household. This 

indicator does not provide an insight as to how connected the person providing the support 

feels (to their family or with broader community networks), but it does suggest a level of 

family connection which reduces their risk of social isolation and loneliness.  

 

Figure 2 shows that Fairfield and Blacktown LGAs had the highest rate of adults in GWS who 

provided support to relatives living outside the household. Both LGAs have high levels of 

cultural diversity, therefore these rates could reflect the cultural expectations within certain 

communities of looking after family members, such as the elderly. The GWS LGAs with the 

lowest rates of providing relative support outside the household was Camden (30.4%), 

Wollondilly (30.8%) and Hawkesbury (31.9%). The lack of family support provided by 

residents in these communities may be linked to their physical distance from family members 

living closer to urban centres. Residents in outlying LGAs in GWS may have other types of 

contact with family (for example, through digital means), but their physical location may make 

it difficult to provide meaningful support to extended family on an ongoing basis.   

 
Figure 2: Providing support to other relatives living outside household, GWS LGAs and comparative 
regions, 2014 

 
Source: PHIDU Torrens University, Social Health Atlas of Australia (Data by Local Government Area), Published June 2019.  
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Indicator 3: Lone person households  
 
Living alone has been linked to social isolation. The trend of living alone in Western societies 

can reduce interactions with others and may also leave people with fewer economic 

resources to draw on to maintain connection with their social networks14. The ABS Census of 

Population and Housing collects a lone person household indicator every five years. The 

indicator can be explored in two ways – the proportion of dwellings that are lone person 

households and the proportion of the total population living in lone person households.  

 

Table 1 shows the number and proportion of lone person dwellings in GWS and comparative 

regions in 2016. Approximately, 15.8% of dwellings in GWS were categorised as lone person 

households. This is lower than comparative rates for Greater Sydney (18.9%) and NSW 

(20.2%). The GWS LGAs with the highest proportion of lone person dwellings was Blue 

Mountains (21.5%) and the lowest is in The Hills Shire (10.5%). The proportion of lone 

person dwellings outside GWS, in Lithgow and Wingecarribee LGAs, were notably higher 

than in the region (26.4% and 21.4% respectively).  

 
Table 1: Lone person households (number of dwellings), GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Lone person households (number of dwellings), GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region 

Lone person 
household 
(number of 
dwellings) 

Total number of 
dwellings 

% of dwellings 
that are lone 

person 
households 

Blacktown 15,359 110,903 13.8 

Blue Mountains 7,384 34,306 21.5 

Camden 3,297 26,197 12.6 

Campbelltown 9,180 55,324 16.6 

Canterbury-Bankstown 21,173 121,434 17.4 

Cumberland 11,612 72,147 16.1 

Fairfield 9,003 62,779 14.3 

Hawkesbury 4,389 24,098 18.2 

Lithgow 2,560 9,714 26.4 

Liverpool 9,209 65,923 14.0 

Parramatta 15,216 85,723 17.8 

Penrith 12,235 71,111 17.2 

The Hills Shire 5,425 51,834 10.5 

Wingecarribee 4,641 21,681 21.4 

Wollondilly 2,311 16,780 13.8 

Greater Western Sydney 125,797 798,573 15.8 

DCJ WS District 74,180 459,842 16.1 

DCJ SWS District 58,815 370,132 15.9 

Greater Sydney 351,418 1,858,607 18.9 

Rest of Sydney 225,621 1,060,034 21.3 

New South Wales 620,777 3,066,981 20.2 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Counting Dwellings, Place of Enumeration.  

 
14King, S. et al 2018, Going It Alone: A Study of Lone Person Households, Social Isolation and Disadvantage in Sydney, 

Anglicare Sydney, https://bit.ly/2nHzrWa 

https://bit.ly/2nHzrWa
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Table 2 shows the proportion of total population living in lone person households in GWS 

and comparative regions in 2016. Approximately 5.9% of the total population in GWS were 

living in lone person households, lower than Greater Sydney (7.8%) and NSW (8.9%) rates. 

Similar to Table 1, the GWS LGA with the highest proportion of the population living alone 

was the Blue Mountains (10.2%) while the lowest was The Hills Shire (3.7%). Lithgow and 

Wingecarribee LGAs outside the region also had large proportions of their populations living 

alone (13.1% and 10.4% respectively). The LGAs with a high proportion of lone households 

were most likely due to their significant ageing populations. Please read WESTIR Limited’s 

2016 Census Topic Paper ‘Ageing in Greater Western Sydney’ for further information on this 

issue.   

 
Table 2: Lone person households (number of persons), GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Lone person households (number of persons), GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region 
Lone person 

household (total 
persons) 

Total number of 
persons 

% of total 
population living 

in lone person 
households 

Blacktown 16,841 339,477 5.0 

Blue Mountains 7,887 77,004 10.2 

Camden 3,604 77,785 4.6 

Campbelltown 10,040 157,892 6.4 

Canterbury-Bankstown 23,262 348,685 6.7 

Cumberland 12,759 217,813 5.9 

Fairfield 9,980 199,375 5.0 

Hawkesbury 4,775 64,399 7.4 

Lithgow 2,717 20,751 13.1 

Liverpool 10,183 206,000 4.9 

Parramatta 16,553 233,529 7.1 

Penrith 13,295 196,281 6.8 

The Hills Shire 5,874 158,198 3.7 

Wingecarribee 4,950 47,409 10.4 

Wollondilly 2,550 48,006 5.3 

Greater Western Sydney 137,597 2,324,430 5.9 

DCJ WS District 80,707 1,307,450 6.2 

DCJ SWS District 64,561 1,085,146 5.9 

Greater Sydney 381,571 4,897,269 7.8 

Rest of Sydney 243,974 2,572,839 9.5 

New South Wales 673,311 7,564,945 8.9 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Counting Persons, Place of Enumeration.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/AGWS.pdf
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MAP: LONE PERSON HOUSEHOLDS (NUMBER OF DWELLINGS) 
 
Map 1 shows the number of dwellings categorised as lone person households in Greater 

Sydney in 2016. In GWS, concentrations of lone person households were found in suburbs 

such as Campbelltown (Campbelltown LGA), Jordan Springs (Penrith LGA), Newington 

(Parramatta LGA), Miller and Warwick Farm (Liverpool LGA) and upper Blue Mountains LGA 

suburbs such as Leura, Katoomba, Medlow Bath and Blackheath. A notable number of lone 

person households were also evident in Lithgow, outside the GWS region. This is not 

surprising given the large ageing populations located in these areas.   
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Map 1: Lone person households, Greater Sydney, 2016 
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Indicator 4: Registered marital status  
 
It is widely reported that not being in a relationship with a partner is a substantial risk factor 

for loneliness15. The Australian Loneliness Report found that married people were less likely 

to be lonely than single, separated or divorced Australians, with the highest rates of 

loneliness reported by younger men who were widowed, divorced or separated16.  The ABS 

Census of Population and Housing collects data on registered marital status, providing an 

insight into who may be at a higher risk of loneliness and where they are located.  

 

Table 3 shows the registered marital status for persons aged 15 years and over in GWS 

LGAs and comparative regions. In 2016, approximately 3.3% of residents in GWS were 

separated, 7.5% were divorced, 4.6% were widowed and 32.7% were never married. 

Collectively, this equates to 48.1% of residents who may be at risk of experiencing social 

isolation and loneliness due to their marital status17. In GWS, Campbelltown LGA had the 

highest proportion of separations (4.0%), Blue Mountains LGA had the highest proportion of 

divorcees (10.5%), Fairfield LGA had the highest proportion of widowers (5.6%) and Penrith 

had the highest proportion who had never been married (36.1%). Outside of GWS, Lithgow 

and Wingecarribee LGAs had high proportions who were widowed (7.0% and 6.8% 

respectively) or divorced (10.7% and 10.1% respectively), most likely linked to the large 

ageing populations in those areas.  

 

 
15See footnote 1.  
 
16See footnote 4.  
 
17Please note that registered marital status is different from social marital status, which takes into consideration de facto 

relationships. When looking at social marital status, 36.8% of residents in GWS were married in a registered marriage (848,212 

residents), 4.7% were in a de facto marriage (109,220), 31.0% were not married (714,280) and 27.5% were categorised as non-

applicable (635,474). The proportion of GWS residents at risk of social isolation and loneliness, based on marital status, would 

reduce when taking into consideration those who are not married but are still in a de facto relationship.  
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Table 3: Registered marital status, persons aged 15 years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Registered marital status, persons aged 15 years and over, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region  

Married Separated Divorced Widowed Never married 

Total  

No.   
% of total 

population No.   
% of total 

population No.   
% of total 

population No.   
% of total 

population No.   
% of total 

population 

Blacktown 136,045 52.3 8,575 3.3 17,266 6.6 11,356 4.4 87,055 33.4 260,306 

Blue Mountains 30,869 49.1 1,969 3.1 6,607 10.5 3,414 5.4 19,978 31.8 62,830 

Camden 32,954 55.4 1,877 3.2 4,170 7.0 2,317 3.9 18,190 30.6 59,521 

Campbelltown 58,312 47.4 4,976 4.0 10,364 8.4 5,459 4.4 44,034 35.8 123,148 

Canterbury-Bankstown 141,340 51.3 9,495 3.4 21,802 7.9 14,926 5.4 87,696 31.9 275,266 

Cumberland 91,536 53.3 5,430 3.2 11,355 6.6 7,946 4.6 55,455 32.3 171,707 

Fairfield 77,345 48.1 6,232 3.9 13,775 8.6 8,951 5.6 54,579 33.9 160,880 

Hawkesbury 25,506 49.3 1,701 3.3 4,723 9.1 2,409 4.7 17,375 33.6 51,718 

Lithgow 7,938 45.4 677 3.9 1,879 10.7 1,224 7.0 5,784 33.1 17,496 

Liverpool 81,921 51.8 5,983 3.8 11,333 7.2 7,082 4.5 51,704 32.7 158,031 

Parramatta 102,178 55.4 4,356 2.4 12,182 6.6 7,763 4.2 58,078 31.5 184,550 

Penrith 73,222 47.3 5,764 3.7 13,196 8.5 6,741 4.4 55,852 36.1 154,775 

The Hills Shire 76,150 61.6 2,354 1.9 6,423 5.2 4,558 3.7 34,140 27.6 123,621 

Wingecarribee 21,034 53.3 1,230 3.1 3,996 10.1 2,666 6.8 10,549 26.7 39,473 

Wollondilly 20,654 54.6 1,122 3.0 2,805 7.4 1,575 4.2 11,678 30.9 37,840 

Greater Western Sydney  948,032 52.0 59,834 3.3 136,001 7.5 84,497 4.6 595,814 32.7 1,824,193 

DCJ WS District  543,444 52.9 30,826 3.0 73,631 7.2 45,411 4.4 333,717 32.5 1,027,003 

DCJ SWS District  433,560 50.8 30,915 3.6 68,245 8.0 42,976 5.0 278,430 32.6 854,159 

Greater Sydney  1,934,134 49.3 111,495 2.8 298,433 7.6 185,646 4.7 1,393,988 35.5 3,923,700 

Rest of Sydney 986,102 47.0 51,661 2.5 162,432 7.7 101,149 4.8 798,174 38.0 2,099,507 

NSW 2,965,293 48.7 190,195 3.1 512,293 8.4 331,651 5.4 2,094,464 34.4 6,093,894 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, General Community Profile, Table G05.  
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Indicator 5: No access to internet from dwelling  
 
Our lives are increasingly lived out in the digital space. Many people use the internet to stay 

and become more connected. Studies suggest that the internet “provides an ideal social 

environment for lonely people to interact with others. Not only does it provide a vastly 

expanded social network, but also it provides altered social interaction patterns online that 

may be particularly attractive to those who are lonely” (p. 3-4)18. The digital space, however, 

is not without its risks, with internet usage often reinforcing the social isolation and loneliness 

experienced by its users19, but also making them more vulnerable to cyber-crime such as 

online relationship scams20. Despite the risks, internet connection is still crucial for many to 

stay connected to social networks, seek and find employment, and provide access to an 

array of services.  

 

The ABS Census of Population and Housing collects data on whether any member of the 

household accesses the internet from the dwelling. This includes internet access using 

desktop/laptop computers, mobile or smart phones, tablets, music or video players, gaming 

consoles and smart televisions. It also includes internet connection through any type of 

connection including ADSL, fibre, cable, wireless, satellite and mobile broadband. While 

many residents would have access to the internet from other non-residential purposes (such 

as work, school or libraries), looking at the proportion of dwellings with no internet connection 

can indicate an increased risk of social isolation due to the household’s reduced access to 

social and civic networks.  

 

Figure 3 shows the proportion of dwellings with no internet connection in GWS LGAs and 

comparative regions in 2016. Approximately 12.0% of dwellings in GWS did not have an 

internet connection in 2016. The GWS LGA with the highest proportion of dwellings with no 

internet connection was Fairfield (16.9%) and the lowest proportion was found in The Hills 

Shire (4.9%). Outside of GWS, Lithgow had the highest proportion of dwellings with no 

internet connection (20.3%). Levels of dwelling internet connection in the region are most 

likely linked to levels of socioeconomic advantage and disadvantage, as well as age and 

geographic remoteness.  

  

 
MAP: DWELLINGS WITH NO INTERNET CONNECTION  
 
Map 2 illustrates the proportion of dwellings with no access to internet in Greater Sydney in 

2016. The proportion of dwellings with no access to internet were found across pockets of 

the GWS region, with no access to internet also visible in the outskirts of more rural LGAs 

such as the Blue Mountains and Wollondilly.  

 

 

 
18Whitty, MT & McLaughlin, D 2007, ‘Online recreation: The relationship between loneliness, internet self-efficacy and the use of 

the internet for entertainment purposes’, Computers in Human Behaviour, 23(3), 1435-1446.  

 
19Dixon, KM 2005, ‘Researchers link use of Internet, social isolation’, Stanford News, 23 February, https://stanford.io/2OiHYIk  

 
20Whitty, MT & Buchanan, T 2012, ‘The Online Dating Romance Scam: A Serious Crime’, Cyber Psychology, Behaviour, and 

Social Networking, 15(3), 181-183.  

https://stanford.io/2OiHYIk
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Figure 3: Proportion of dwellings with no internet connection, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Counting Dwellings, Place of Enumeration.  
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Map 2: Dwellings with no access to internet, Greater Sydney, 2016 
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Indicator 6: Had not volunteered in the last twelve months  
 
Studies have shown that volunteering even for at least two hours a week can ease feelings 

of social isolation and loneliness. Taking time to ‘give back to the community’ helps reduce 

the physical and mental health risks associated with being lonely, as well as premature 

death21,22. While the ABS Census of Population and Housing collects data on those who had 

volunteered for an organisation or group in the last 12 months, it also looks at those who 

have not volunteered. Those who do not volunteer may have reduced access to social 

connection, and therefore, are at an increased risk of social isolation and loneliness.  

 

Figure 4 shows the proportion of residents who did not volunteer for an organisation or group 

in the last twelve months in GWS LGAs and comparative regions in 2016. Approximately, 

62.4% of residents in GWS stated they did not volunteer, which is slightly higher than 

Greater Sydney (61.8%) and NSW (60.1%) rates. The GWS LGA with the highest rate of 

non-volunteerism was Fairfield LGA (68.6%) and the lowest rate was in the Blue Mountains 

(56.3%). LGAs with the highest rates of non-volunteerism are usually dominated by couple 

families who may be busy looking after children, while the lowest rates are found in areas 

with ageing populations that may have more time to give now that they have raised their 

families.  

 
Figure 4: Proportion who did not volunteer for an organisation or group in the last 12 months, GWS LGAs 

and comparative regions, 2016 

 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Counting Persons, Place of Usual Residence.  

 
21Rapaport, L. 2017, Lonely? Volunteering just two hours a week may help, https://reut.rs/2NmItAW   
 
22Campaign to End Loneliness n.d., Volunteering: an answer to tackling isolation and loneliness? https://bit.ly/2pZaXbZ   
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Indicator 7: Limited English proficiency  
 
Limited English proficiency is increasingly being recognised as a contributing factor of social 

isolation and loneliness. People with limited English skills can have difficulty accessing 

mainstream services, work opportunities and non-kin social networks due to their inability to 

communicate in the same language. This ‘linguistic isolation’ can also encourage cultural 

communities to self-segregate and make them more prone to discrimination as they appear 

“less Australian” to more established residents in the community23.  

 

The ABS Census of Population and Housing collects data on the English proficiency of 

residents in GWS and comparative regions (See Table 4). In 2016, it was estimated that 

6.4% of GWS residents did not speak English well and 2.1% did not speak English at all. Out 

of all the GWS LGAs, Fairfield LGA had the highest proportion of residents who did not 

speak English well (16.5%) and the highest proportion who did not speak English at all 

(5.1%). Canterbury-Bankstown and Cumberland LGAs also had high proportions of residents 

who did not speak English well (10.1% and 11.1% respectively). These areas have 

traditionally been home to many newly arrived migrants, refugees and asylum seekers who 

require culturally specific support to foster ongoing connections with the wider community.    

 
Table 4: Proficiency in Spoken English, selected categories, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

Proficiency in Spoken English, selected categories, GWS LGAs and comparative regions, 2016 

LGA/Region Not well Not at all 
Total 

population 

% Speak 
English not 

well 

% Speak 
English not 

at all  

Blacktown 12,811 4,354 336,965 3.8 1.3 

Blue Mountains 309 117 76,902 0.4 0.2 

Camden 919 369 78,220 1.2 0.5 

Campbelltown  4,629 1,347 157,007 2.9 0.9 

Canterbury-Bankstown 34,982 10,249 346,300 10.1 3.0 

Cumberland 24,070 7,733 216,077 11.1 3.6 

Fairfield 32,805 10,168 198,816 16.5 5.1 

Hawkesbury 332 102 64,591 0.5 0.2 

Lithgow 84 13 21,090 0.4 0.1 

Liverpool 14,554 4,592 204,330 7.1 2.2 

Parramatta 15,644 5,790 226,153 6.9 2.6 

Penrith 2,840 965 196,064 1.4 0.5 

The Hills Shire 4,690 1,905 157,243 3.0 1.2 

Wingecarribee 261 61 47,878 0.5 0.1 

Wollondilly 222 65 48,520 0.5 0.1 

Greater Western Sydney 148,800 47,748 2,307,182 6.4 2.1 

DCJ WS District 60,783 20,977 1,295,084 4.7 1.6 

DCJ SWS District 88,361 26,850 1,081,069 8.2 2.5 

Greater Sydney 238,865 74,619 4,823,993 5.0 1.5 

Rest of Sydney 90,065 26,871 2,516,811 3.6 1.1 

New South Wales 256,560 79,844 7,480,230 3.4 1.1 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2016, Counting Persons, Place of Usual Residence. 
 
 

 
23Bleakley, H. 2007, English Proficiency and Social Assimilation Among Immigrants: An Instrumental-Variables Approach, 

University of California, San Diego.    
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MAP: LIMITED OR NO ENGLISH PROFICIENCY  
 
Map 3 shows the number of people in Greater Sydney in 2016 that spoke another language 

and spoke English not well or not at all. The map clearly shows that persons with limited or 

no English proficiency were concentrated in the south-west LGAs of Fairfield, Canterbury-

Bankstown and Liverpool, as well as the southern suburbs of Cumberland and Parramatta 

LGAs. Pockets of people with limited to no English proficiency were also found in new 

release suburbs such as Jordan Springs (Penrith LGA), The Ponds (Blacktown LGA) and 

Bungarribee (Blacktown LGA). This may reflect the large multigenerational families from a 

CALD background residing in these communities, where some family members come from 

overseas at an older age and may have issues learning another language at that stage of 

their lives.  
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Map 3: Speaks another language and speaks English not well or not at all, Greater Sydney, 2016 



  24 

Indicator 8: Target population groups    
 
In addition to CALD communities, there are several other population groups that have a 

heightened risk of social isolation and loneliness24,25. These include:  

 

• Young people, who often report the highest levels of loneliness and mental health 

issues, as they don’t always connect with their peers and are at a stage of life marked 

by transitions such as finishing school, building identities and starting employment.  

 

• Older people, who experience loss of health, mobility, partners and independence as 

they age.  

 

• People with disability, who may have issues getting to places physically and 

financially, or may feel ignored or not accepted by others, in the wider community.    

 

• Men, who are more likely to report being socially isolated or lonely than women, with 

some speculating this is because women tend to have or seek out more social 

support than men.  

 

• Single parents, who are more likely to report being lonely than those who are in a 

couple family with children.  

 

• Unemployed people, who do not have the daily contact with professional networks 

and, therefore, may impact a person’s psychosocial need of self-efficacy.   

 

• Homeless people, who may be estranged from family and friend networks due to 

issues such as domestic and family violence, mental illness, or substance abuse.  

 

• Members of excluded groups or minorities, such as Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islanders and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) 

people, who could be discriminated or excluded from society because of their 

background. 

 
WESTIR Limited has a range of 2016 Census topic papers that explore the demographic 

attributes of these population groups. Please see the WESTIR Limited’s website for papers 

on ageing, disability, family composition, homelessness, the Indigenous population, and 

many others.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
24See footnote 1.  
 
25See footnote 3.  

https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/AGWS.pdf
https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/DCP.pdf
https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/HFC.pdf
https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/EHGWS2016.pdf
https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/IPGWS.pdf


  25 
 

Indicator 9: Barriers to accessing transport 
 
The link between transport access and social isolation has been widely researched across 

population groups. People can be isolated or lonely if they do not have access to transport to 

get to their daily activities, necessary services and social networks. Conversely, improving 

mobility through public transport has shown to reduce the risks of social inclusion26. The 

Social Health Atlas of Australia provides an estimated rate of adults who often have a 

difficulty or cannot get to places needed with transport. High rates of transport inaccessibility 

can therefore indicate an increased risk of social isolation in these communities.  

 

Figure 5 shows that Fairfield (6.5%), Liverpool (5.4%) and Canterbury-Bankstown (5.3%) 

LGAs had the highest rates of adults in GWS who often had difficulty, or could not get to 

places needed with transport, notably higher than Greater Sydney (4.4%) and NSW (4.3%) 

rates. These LGAs generally experience high levels of socio-economic disadvantage and 

residents may have mobility issues due to lack of car ownership, cost of transport, and poor 

public and community transport options. The GWS LGAs with the lowest rates of having 

difficulty accessing transport were The Hills Shire (3.2%), Wollondilly (3.5%) and Camden 

(3.6%). This is probably due to many residents in these outlying LGAs owning and relying on 

private vehicles to get to their required destinations.  

 
Figure 5: Has difficulty or cannot get to places needed with transport, GWS LGAs and comparative 

regions, 2014 

 
Source: PHIDU Torrens University, Social Health Atlas of Australia (Data by Local Government Area), Published June 2019. 

 
26Rosier, K. & McDonald, M. 2011, The relationship between transport and disadvantage in Australia, Australian Institute of 

Family Studies (AIFS), https://bit.ly/2pumfAO  
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Indicator 10: Average commuting times 
 
There are an increasing number of studies exploring the link between commuting and social 

isolation:  

 

• Research by Robert Putnam, a Harvard political scientist, found that ‘every ten 

minutes of commuting results in ten percent fewer social connections. Commuting is 

connected to social isolation, which causes unhappiness’27.  

 

• A 2014 British government survey found that workers with lengthy commutes felt 

more anxious and less satisfied with life than people with shorter ones28.  

 

• A Swedish study in 2011 found that couples have a 40% higher change of getting 

divorced when one partner commutes at least 45 minutes to work each day15.  

 
WESTIR Limited’s 2016 Census topic paper called ‘Transport & Travel to Work’ explores 

average commuting times for residents in GWS. The paper found that GWS had a higher 

proportion of commuters with a commuting distance of 30 kilometres or more compared to 

Greater Sydney (19.4% compared to 13.2%). LGAs on the fringe of GWS, such as 

Hawkesbury, Camden and Wollondilly, have a high proportion of people with a commute of 

30 kilometres or more due to their geographic distance from large urban centres. These 

‘commuter communities’ are subsequently more vulnerable to social isolation and loneliness, 

with more flexible working and transport options needed to address the issue in the region.  

 

Indicator 11: High density dwellings  
 
The rise of poorly planned high-rise apartment living in Australia has been linked by 

commentators to issues such as detachment from street life and public spaces, reduction in 

chance encounters and subsequent social isolation29. A recent study suggests that 

psychological stress and poor mental health outcomes of those living in high-rise apartments 

are indeed apparent, however, it is important to note that the associations between high-rise, 

mental health and social isolation have not been determined as causal30. Despite the 

limitations, the high density dwelling indicator can still be used to identify areas where 

dwelling type may create an increased risk of social isolation and loneliness.  

 

WESTIR Limited’s 2016 Census topic paper called ‘Housing in Greater Western Sydney’ 

showed that the GWS LGAs with the highest proportion of high density dwellings (flats, units 

or apartments) were Parramatta (39.7% of total households), Cumberland (27.2%) and 

 
27Arthur, C. 2007, ‘The disconnection of commuting: every 10 minutes’ commute means 10% fewer social links’, The Guardian, 

23 April, https://bit.ly/2PbkhUp  

 
28Gino, F. 2017, ‘Reclaim Your Commute’, Harvard Business Review, https://bit.ly/35XL4JV  

 
29Lucas, C. 2016, ‘High-rise apartments are bad to live in and bad for society, says respected architect’, The Age, 29 August, 

https://bit.ly/31EIVzB  

 
30Larcombe, D. et al 2019, ‘High-Rise Apartments and Urban Mental Health – Historical and Contemporary Views’, Challenges, 
10(2), pp. 1-15.    

https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/TTW2019a.pdf
https://www.westir.org.au/new/images/HGWS.pdf
https://bit.ly/2PbkhUp
https://bit.ly/35XL4JV
https://bit.ly/31EIVzB
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Canterbury-Bankstown (26.6%). These communities may have an increased risk of social 

isolation and further research into this issue should be undertaken.  

 

 

SPOTLIGHT: HIGHER DENSITY LIVING IN CITY OF PARRAMATTA 
 

The City of Parramatta, in partnership with Western Sydney Local Health District, undertook 

a Healthy Higher Density Living Issues Paper in 2017. The issues paper included a ‘Healthy 

Higher Density Living Survey, consisting of 27 questions, that surveyed 425 City of 

Parramatta residents living in higher density between October to November 2016. The 

survey found that many respondents were dissatisfied with some aspects of their dwelling, 

including noise, lack of parking and poor maintenance. Almost half of respondents identified 

that they would like some or more interaction with people in their neighbourhoods. The same 

proportion were also considering relocating into a separate house, and only 20% of 

respondents wanted to stay in their current apartment in the next five years. Some strategies 

suggested to create opportunities for interaction and community building included more 

public open space and easy access to services.    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.wslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/ArticleDocuments/2451/Healthy%20Higher%20Density%20Living%20Issues%20Paper%20-%202017.pdf.aspx


  28 
 

Indicator 12: High or very high psychological distress 
 
Long periods of social isolation and loneliness can have a negative impact on a person’s 

mental health. Social isolation has been linked to mental health conditions such as anxiety, 

depression, paranoia and lack of motivation31. Conversely, people who are unable to 

manage their mental health issues can also experience social isolation and loneliness, as a 

consequence of estrangement from family and friends or social stigma32. HealthStats NSW 

releases an indicator looking at the rate of high or very high psychological distress in adults. 

The indicator is currently only released on a Local Health District (LHD) level.  

 

Figure 6 shows the rates of high or very high psychological distress among persons aged 16 

years and over by LHD in 2017. Out of all the GWS LHDs, South Western Sydney had the 

highest rate of high or very high psychological distress (19.2%), followed by Nepean Blue 

Mountains (17.2%) and Western Sydney (16.3%). Rates of high or very high psychological 

distress in GWS were higher compared to the overall rate for all LHDs in NSW (15.1%).  

 
Figure 6: High or very high psychological distress by LHD, NSW, 2017 

 
Source: HealthStats NSW, www.healthstats.nsw.gov.au  
 
 
 

 
31Lifeline 2016, Loneliness and isolation, https://bit.ly/2q5XoVg  
 
32Harvey, C. & Brophy, L. 2011, ‘Social isolation in people with mental illness’, Medicine Today, 12(10), pp. 73-78.  

http://www.healthstats.nsw.gov.au/
https://bit.ly/2q5XoVg
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Conclusion 
 
This paper illustrates that while there isn’t a single indicator that measures social isolation 

and loneliness on a local level, there are a range of demographic indicators that can be used 

to show an increased risk of social isolation and loneliness in a community. The paper 

highlights that multidisciplinary indicators are needed to explore the issue holistically, but this 

is still a challenge. As research by Zavaleta, Samuel and Mills (2017)33 notes:  

 

“…Social isolation concerns the quantity of social relations (the number or frequency 

of interactions with another individual or individuals) and the quality of social relations 

– whether it satisfies a person’s internal standards and is of intrinsic value, and 

whether it is of instrumental value. We observed that measuring social isolation is 

challenging because there is no automatic relationship between these quantitative 

and qualitative aspects and feelings of social connectedness; many factors intervene. 

We observed the need to consider internal and external perspectives [and] to observe 

human interactions at different levels (individual, group, community, and larger social 

environment)”. (p. 3) 

 
The indicators explored for GWS in this paper show that there are many residents and 

communities in the region who are at an increased risk of being isolated physically, socially, 

economically and culturally. This includes ‘commuter communities’ in new release areas 

which have high CALD populations with limited English proficiency, as well as areas with 

large ageing populations that live alone or are not in a relationship. More research, as well as 

the resourcing of community-led programs, is needed to better understand how to effectively 

address social isolation and loneliness across such a diverse region. It is hoped that this 

paper will begin the conversation on how to measure social isolation and loneliness in the 

GWS region, as well as other areas around Australia.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
33Zavaleta, D., Samuel, K. & Mills, C.T. 2017, ‘Measures of Social Isolation’, Social Indicators Research, 131(1), pp. 367-391.  
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