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Housing pathways for older
women living alone

How housing experiences and pressures can change over time

Across Aotearoaq, housing insecurity and housing
stress among single older women is becoming
an increasingly visible issue.

Good Shepherd recently carried out research
with older women living alone and experiencing
housing challenges. While every woman'’s story
is unique, clear patterns and pathways emerged

around what helps and hinders women to remain

safe, stable and well at home as they age.

Key insights that help make sense of these pathways

Having housing is not always the
same as being securely housed

Security is not just having a roof overhead.
Many women are technically housed while
living in unsafe, isolating, unsuitable or
financially unsustainable conditions.

Ageing and living alone can
create additional pressures

Living alone can be deeply important to
an older woman'’s dignity and emotional
safety, yet it often means carrying the full
financial and practical responsibility of
daily life.
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Housing challenges often build
gradually over time

Housing insecurity rarely emerges from
one event alone. Women often experience

cumulative pressures that build over years.
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Timely and compassionate
support can shift outcomes

Housing shortages and affordability
pressures are systemic challenges that
can intensify with age. While no single
intervention can solve them, practical,
relational and timely support can reduce
pressure and prevent larger crises.
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Common pathways that shape experiences

The following map and summaries show the
common pathways, including the common
turning points and opportunities, that shape
older women'’s housing experiences over time.
These pathways are not “types of women”,

but examples of how housing challenges can
develop and change over time. Women can
and often do move between pathways and
experience multiple pressures at once.
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This map illustrates some of the common pathways through which housing
pressures and instability can build over time for single older women.

Shared pressures across all pathways
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Common housing pathways
Women may move between pathways and experience multiple pressures at the same time.
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Where support can reduce pressure and shift outcomes
While no single solution can solve the broader shortage of safe, affordable and age-appropriate housing,
timely and compassionate support can influence both the pathways and outcomes women experience.

@ Access to sufc.e, stable gnd @ Flexible financial support @ Practical home support
age-appropriate housing

. . Clear information about
@ Help to navigate systems @ Affordable legal advice @ options and entitlements
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Understanding the
pathways in more depth

The following pathway summaries explore in more depth
some of the common patterns and experiences that can
shape women'’s housing journeys over time. Pressures often
build gradually, while turning points can quickly intensify
housing instability or force major change.

While shown separately, many women move between
pathways and experience multiple pressures at once.
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Women who experience growing pressure
after many years of renting

What this pathway reflects

For many women, renting is not a short-term
phase. It is a lifelong reality.

Over time, housing costs rise, housing becomes
less secure and options narrow. Even when
women are careful, resourceful and doing
everything they can, it becomes harder to stay
securely housed and to age in a place of their
own choosing.

This pathway reflects a slow build of
pressure until it becomes difficult to stay in
secure housing later in life.

What this often looks like

« Renting for many years, sometimes decades

+ Rent taking up more and more income or the
pension

+ Moving house repeatedly, often not by choice

« Living in rentals that are cold, damp or
difficult to live in

« Struggling to find rentals that are both
affordable and age-appropriate

+ Being pushed into lower-cost housing options
that feel unsafe or unsuitable

« Doing everything right, but still can't find or
keep stable, secure housing

Common pressures that build over time

+ Rentrising faster than income or pension

+ Short-term leases and landlords selling properties

+ Alack of suitable, affordable homes for older
people

« The physical, financial and emotional toll of
repeated moves

+ Limited pathways into home ownership later
in life

Over time, these pressures compound and
make each move harder, more expensive
and more destabilising.
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Common turning points

« Being asked to leave or needing to move
unexpectedly

+ Being unable to find another safe or affordable
rental

+ Health or mobility changes that current
housing cannot support

+ Savings being depleted by repeated moving
costs

At this point, losing a safe and secure place
to live can become immediate and difficult
to recover from.

Where support can shift outcomes

@ Longer-term rental security

@ Improved rental housing quality

@ Help with bond or moving costs

@ Support to find a stable, suitable rental

@ Warm navigation into public housing,
including understanding and accessing it

The difference is often not just financial.
It is having someone to help navigate the
system and act at the right moment.
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Women who own a home but struggle to
afford the costs of keeping it

What this pathway reflects

Owning a home can provide a stable place to
live and sense of identity and purpose within a
community, particularly after periods of instability.

But for many women later in life, the stability of
home ownership becomes fragile. The cost of
repairs, maintenance, accessibility modifications
and in-home support can become overwhelming —
particularly on a low or fixed income like the pension.

This pathway reflects a quiet form of
pressure where housing is retained, but
under increasing strain.

What this often looks like

«  Owning a home, sometimes with remaining debt

+ Living on a low or fixed income, often solely the
pension

« Struggling to afford repairs, maintenance or
accessibility modifications

« Living in a home that is increasingly cold,
unsafe or unsuitable

+ Being considered ineligible for support
because of home ownership or “assets”

+ Needing increasing support to continue living
safely and independently at home

Common pressures that build over time

+ Rising costs of rates, insurance, power and
maintenance

+ Limited ability to borrow money or access
equity in the home because of affordability
requirements

+  Gaps in support for homeowners on low incomes

+ Complicated legal or financial situations,
particularly when assets are shared with a
partner or family

+ Living in a substandard home that requires
increasing investment over time

These pressures often sit quietly in the
background until something forces a decision.
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Home ownership strain path
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Common turning points

« A major repair or unexpected cost

+ A health or mobility change that requires
home modification

- Being advised or pressured to sell, or no longer
being able to stay

+ No longer being able to safely live in the home
without support

At this point, women can face losing not
just their home, but their sense of stability
and identity.

Where support can shift outcomes

Flexible financial and government support
for older homeowners

Greater flexibility in lending criteria
Heating, insulation and energy support

Solutions that enable women to age in
place at home

Small recoverable grants and no-interest
loans for repairs and modifications

Access to affordable legal and financial
advice

Home care support that meets women's
cultural and spiritual needs
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Even modest support can help women
remain safely in their homes and avoid
more disruptive transitions.
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Women who need secure housing again
later in life after a major relationship, legal or
financial disruption

What this pathway reflects

For some women, the loss of a safe and secure
place to live can happen suddenly after years of
relative stability.

A relationship breakdown, violence, bereavement
or financial disruption can quickly undo housing
security and require women to start again later in
life, often with limited resources.

This pathway reflects the impact of
gendered economic harm over time,
combined with a significant turning point.

What this often looks like

« Living in stable housing until a maijor life event
changes everything

« Separation, violence or the death of a partner

- Loss of access to shared assets or housing

+ Limited savings or independent income

« Having to find housing again later in life

+ Navigating legal, financial and housing
challenges all at once

Common pressures that build over time

- Lifetime patterns of lower income or caregiving

+ Financial dependence or unequal asset
ownership

« Debt accumulated within relationships

- Limited ability to rebuild savings later in life

«  Complex and costly legal processes

These pressures often remain hidden until a
crisis brings them to the surface.
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Relationship or asset loss path
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Common turning points

« Leaving an unsafe or controlling relationship
- Death of partner

+ Sudden loss of housing or financial support
+ Legal disputes over property or assets

- Needing immediate, safe housing

At this point, women can find themselves
with very few options and limited time to
respond.

Where support can shift outcomes

Safe and age-appropriate housing options
during transition

Affordable support to understand legal
rights and navigate legal processes

Financial support to bridge immediate gaps
Advocacy and relational support

Connection to others who understand
similar experiences

Navigation into more permanent and age-
appropriate housing
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The right support at this moment can
prevent long-term instability and help
women secure a safe place to live again.
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System support breakdown path

Women who technically have housing, but the
system around it isn’t meeting their needs

What this pathway reflects

Having housing is not just about having a roof
over your head. It is about having a safe place
to live where women feel supported to age
with dignity.

For many women, the challenge is not access to
housing itself, but the systems around it: financial
support, housing services, health care and the
ability to get help when it is needed.

This pathway reflects the strain that builds
when support systems are difficult to
access, slow to respond or do not take a
woman'’s individual situation or needs into
account.

What this often looks like

+ Renting, owning or living in social housing but
struggling to make it work

+ Spending a lot of time and energy dealing with
Work and Income or other services

+ Feeling overwhelmed by forms, processes or
conflicting information

« Living in housing or neighbourhoods that feel
unsafe, isolating or unsuitable for ageing well

+ Less family or whanau support than expected
or needed

Common pressures that build over time

« Support systems being hard to understand
and work through

+ Repeated interactions that don't lead to clear
outcomes

+ Lack of clear, accessible information about
entitlements

« Support that deals with one issue at a time
instead of the whole situation

+ Limited social housing options in places
where women feel safe and connected

Over time, trying to get help can become
exhausting. Some women stop asking
altogether.
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Common turning points

+ Health or mobility needs increasing without
adequate support

+ Repairs being delayed or carried out poorly

< Being placed in housing that feels unsafe

+ Women disengaging from systems because
of frustration or lack of trust

At this point, women may still be housed,
but no longer supported in a way that allows
them to live well.

Where support can shift outcomes

One trusted person to help make sense of
options and next steps

Clear, simple information about what
support is available

Support that looks at the whole situation,
not just one issue

Faster, more reliable housing maintenance

Services that are responsive, respectful and
easy to access

Age-appropriate social housing that
supports safety and connection
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Often, what makes the biggest difference is
not a new service, but having someone who
can help the system work.
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Important context and

limitations

This work complements the Housing Challenges of Older Women Living
Alone report published by Good Shepherd in December 2025.

The report brought together the voices and
experiences of thirteen women aged between

57 and 83 who were living alone and experiencing
housing stress or living on low incomes. Their
experiences informed the pathways and insights
shared in this pathways work.

This research did not deeply explore the
experiences of women living in multigenerational,
shared or extended family households. Nor did it
fully capture the experiences of women living in
unsafe or unsuitable household situations with
partners, family members or flatmates.

These experiences intersect with housing
insecurity, housing suitability, wellbeing and
cultural expectations around care, connection
and living arrangements.

While aspects of these experiences are reflected
across the pathways, they sit partly outside the
scope of this research and would benefit from
deeper exploration in future work.

Housing challenges
of older women
living alone

December 2025
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