
HOUSEHOLD INCOME & EXPENDITURE SURVEY (HIES) – FAQs 

 

ABOUT HIES 

What is the Household Income & Expenditure Survey (HIES)? 

The Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) is conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) and is one of the most important sources of data used to analyse household income and expenditure 

across Australia.  It is conducted as a combined survey consisting of the Household Expenditure Survey 

(HES) and the Survey of Income and Housing (SIH). All respondents to HIES are asked SIH content, with a 

subset of these also completing HES content. 

HIES identifies the levels and sources of income, and the levels and patterns of expenditure, by private 

households throughout Australia.  It also determines how the levels and patterns of expenditure vary 

according to income and wealth levels and other characteristics of households in order to gain a more 

complete picture of the economic wellbeing of Australian households. 

Approximately 18,900 households across Australia are selected at random to take part in the survey.  A 

subset of respondents from 10,900 of those dwellings will also be asked detailed expenditure questions as 

part of the HES.  This includes a diary of purchases and payments kept over a two-week period by persons 

aged 15 years and over. 

The 2015-16 survey is designed to improve information for key populations of interest.  The HES sample 

includes a targeted sample of households whose main source of income is from a government pension or 

allowance, to support the ongoing production of the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living Cost Index.  

Additional SIH households are also selected from areas outside of capital cities to contribute to the 

compilation of key performance indicators for housing affordability that have been agreed by the Council 

of Australian Governments (COAG). 

 

What is the survey used for? 

Obtaining information on the distribution of income and expenditure, household wealth, living 

arrangements and housing costs across the Australian population provides extremely useful insights into 

the economic wellbeing of individuals and households.  This includes people’s sources of income; the types 

of jobs and hours they work; loans and financial commitments; the uses and costs of child care; the 

amount of money spent on housing; and the condition of homes that people live in.  Through gaining an 

understanding of these issues, key policy makers are able to develop strategies and make informed 

decisions, such as whether to adjust government payments or means to assist people with housing and 

tenure costs. 

 

General 

The results from this survey will be released in readily available statistical publications produced by the ABS 

and will be extensively used by government agencies, key non-government organisations and other 

researchers.  These organisations use the survey data to help understand how society is changing, to 

identify the groups in most need of government support, and to assess the impact of social and economic 

policies on different types of households. 

 

  



Consumer Price Index (CPI) 

One of the main uses of the survey data is for updating the CPI so that it remains relevant to current 

spending patterns and economic conditions.  Specifically, the HES is used to review the weighting of 

different items in the CPI basket of goods and services.  If HIES data shows that households have increased 

the amount of money they spend on a particular item, that item will be assigned a greater weight in the 

CPI. The HIES data is also used to ensure the CPI includes all items currently being purchased by 

households. 

 

Pensioner and Beneficiary Living Cost Index 

Information obtained from the HES will assist with the production of the Pensioner and Beneficiary Living 

Cost Index.  The index is used as a measure of price changes and to index some base pension rates (such as 

the Age Pension), where they are higher than the CPI. 

 

Time series 

Because the HES has been conducted about every five to six years over several decades, the results show 

how spending patterns change over time (ie whether people are spending money differently).  This 

information is extremely useful in understanding the changing needs and resources of consumers. 

 

Living Standards 

The HIES allows for the economic wellbeing of different household types to be compared.  For example, we 

can analyse households with children, households with pensioners, recent migrants or one parent families. 

Households from different geographic areas can also be compared.  This provides a picture of the 

economic wellbeing of households in Australia and assists governments to determine how social services 

and assistance is best directed. 

 

Income Distribution 

Researchers and social commentators also use information on the distribution of income so that they can 

evaluate whether income has become more unequally distributed over time, and how the distribution of 

income in Australia compares with other countries. 

 

Economic 

To formulate economic policy, Commonwealth, state/territory and local governments must have reliable 

information on household expenditure and income patterns.  The HIES is an effective way to measure the 

economic impact of different types of taxes on household groups.  HIES data can be used to update 

economic models that assist in providing insights into medium to long term issues relating to the structure 

of the economy and its workforce.  The HIES is also a source of data of the Australian System of National 

Accounts. 

 

Has a survey of this type ever been conducted before? 

Yes, the HES commenced in June 1974 and is the primary collection vehicle for data on income, 

expenditure and housing costs.  It provides the community with a vital resource for analysing the economic 

wellbeing of Australians.  The HES is conducted every six years as a combined survey with the biennial 

Survey of Income and Housing (SIH).  The last HIES was conducted in 2009-10 and the last SIH was 

conducted in 2013-14. 



When will the survey start and how long will it run? 

The HIES will be conducted for a period of 12 months between 28 June 2015 and 25 June 2016.  Each 

selected household will be interviewed once.  The Interviewer may need to return to the household to 

ensure all members aged 15 years and over have completed the survey.  The survey is conducted over 12 

months to ensure that seasonal effects on household expenditure and income are captured over the whole 

financial year. 

 

How is the survey being conducted? 

General 

Firstly, selected households will be sent HES and SIH guides and leaflets before the survey begins.  The 

material will provide householders with some background information about the survey and will include a 

website address and a phone number to call for more information. 

Respondents can then register their household contact details online or by phone.  Interviewers then 

ascertain the best time for contacting each particular household. 

Around 4,200 HES households will be selected through a screening process.  Instead of first receiving HES 

guides and leaflets, a postcard sized mailer will be sent informing the household of upcoming contact by 

the ABS.  An Interviewer will then contact the household and ask a series of short screening questions to 

determine their inclusion in the HES.  If screened in scope, these households will receive copies of the HES 

guide and complete a HES interview. 

 

Household spokesperson questionnaire (SIH only) 

A household spokesperson aged 18 years and over, who is a usual resident of the household and has 

knowledge of the household finances, is nominated to answer loan and housing questions on behalf of the 

household.  Each member of the household aged 15 years and over will also be interviewed individually 

(for members aged between 15 and 17 years the consent of a parent or guardian will be sought.  If 

required, an interview with the parent or guardian may be conducted on behalf of those aged between 15 

and 17 years).  Only one member of the household is required to be present during the interview at any 

one time. 

 

Group questionnaire (HES only) 

Households are interviewed as a group to obtain details on housing tenure and loans, expenditure 

common to all household members (such as housing costs and household bills), and irregular or infrequent 

expenditure.  Information about the value of certain assets and liabilities is also collected. 

 

Diary (HES only) 

All household members aged 15 years and over who are included in the HES are asked to complete diaries 

to record their spending over a two-week period.  People completing diaries can provide dockets giving 

details of household shopping, rather than transcribe each item into the diary.  The diaries collect day-to-

day expenditure on items such as food, clothing, petrol and alcohol.  Households selected in the SIH only 

sample are not required to complete expenditure diaries. 

 

  



Who will be in the survey? 

All usual residents aged 15 years and over in the selected dwelling are asked to participate.  For household 

members aged between 15 and 17 years, the consent of a parent or guardian will be sought.  Usual 

residents are residents who regard the dwelling as their own, or main home.  Other people present are 

considered to be visitors and are not asked to participate in the survey. 

 

What makes up the sample? 

Usual residents of approximately 18,900 private dwellings in rural and urban areas across Australia will be 

selected in the SIH or HES.  Households in very remote areas are excluded.  A subset of 10,900 of selected 

dwellings will be asked to conduct the HES.  Using scientific sampling techniques, dwellings are selected at 

random within each state and territory, with each dwelling having an equal chance of selection. 

 

What is the definition of private dwellings? 

Private dwellings are houses, flats, home units, caravans, garages, tents and other structures that are used 

as places of residence at the time of interview. 

 

What constitutes very remote areas? 

Households located in very remote areas are excluded from the sample.  These are areas in which 

geographic distance imposes the highest restriction upon accessibility to the widest range of goods, 

services and opportunities for social integration.  These households are excluded from the sample because 

the costs involved in collecting data can be quite significant and the exclusion of people in very remote 

areas has only a minor impact on the aggregate survey estimates. 

 

Why is it important that everyone who is selected takes part in the survey? 

The sample is designed to provide a balanced representation of all households in Australia so that the 

estimates made from the data reflect as closely as possible, all households.  If some households do not 

participate, this may result in one type of household being represented more often than another type, 

which may result in biased data. 

 

LEGAL/CONFIDENTIALITY/PRIVACY 

Is the survey compulsory? 

Legislative authority 

The Census and Statistics Act 1905 authorises the ABS to ask the questions in the survey.  Under the Act, 

respondents are obliged to provide the information being requested. 

 

Cooperation of each household 

The ABS seeks the willing cooperation of selected households by explaining that the survey is of national 

importance, and that the information collected will ultimately benefit all Australians.  Most households 

recognise the importance of the survey and the need to collect accurate information that is representative 

of all Australian households. Without the cooperation of each selected household, the makeup of 

households in the sample might be different to the makeup of households in the Australian population. 

 

  



What will happen if the respondent refuses? 

If a respondent refuses the interviewer’s request to participate in the survey, the respondent will be 

contacted by a supervisor who goes over the important aspects of the survey process, including the 

respondent’s legal position.  Personal circumstances such as illness or death are considered as acceptable 

reasons for not being able to participate.. 

Should a respondent continue to refuse to participate, the Australian Statistician has the power, under the 

Census and Statistics Act 1905 to issue a Notice of Direction (NOD).  Once a NOD has been issued, a 

respondent is legally obliged to provide the information.  If the respondent continues to refuse to 

participate in the survey after they have been issued with a NOD, they can be prosecuted under the Census 

and Statistics Act 1905.  If convicted, fines up to $170 per day apply for every day they fail to comply with 

the NOD.  However, because of the strong cooperation that the ABS receives from respondents, the 

Australian Statistician rarely uses this power. 

 

Will the information provided be confidential? 

Yes. The ABS is required by the Census and Statistics Act 1905, to maintain the secrecy of all information 

provided to it.  The ABS also complies with the requirements of the Privacy Act 1988 when collecting and 

using personal information.  The ABS’s long standing record for maintaining the secrecy of information is 

widely respected. 

 

How is confidentiality enforced? 

The ABS employs established methods to securely store and confidentialise data before output.  The 

secrecy provisions of the Census and Statistics Act legislation provide a penalty of up to $5000 or two years 

in jail (or both) for ABS officers who breach confidentiality rules. 

 

Can respondents of the survey be interviewed privately? 

Yes.  If respondents nominate a private interview, their right to privacy is strictly maintained. 

 

Do respondents have to give ABS Interviewers right of entry to their home? 

No.  ABS Interviewers can enter the household only by invitation from the respondent. However, since the 

Interviewer will be using a Notebook computer, it would be helpful if a suitable chair and table was made 

available so the interview can be conducted comfortably outside the house. 

 

Will respondents have to produce documents to verify answers they give? 

No, but respondents often find it helpful to refer to their financial records and are encouraged to do so to 

assist in providing accurate information. 

 

What can respondents expect from ABS Interviewers? 

The ABS conducts household surveys using a team of highly skilled and trained Interviewers.  Where 

possible, arrangements can be made for the interview to be conducted by an ABS Interviewer fluent in the 

language of the respondent, or using an interpreter by telephone only.  ABS Interviewers are authorised 

under the Census and Statistics Act 1905 to call at, or telephone, selected dwellings and speak with the 

occupants for the purpose of collecting survey information.  An initial letter sent to households invites 

them to register their contact details online (or ring the ABS) to arrange an interview time that suits the 

household.  If respondents do not contact the ABS, a trained ABS Interviewer with an official ABS 



identification card will visit the selected dwelling to arrange a convenient time to conduct the survey 

interview. All household members aged 15 years and over will be asked to participate.  As with all ABS 

employees, ABS Interviewers have a legal obligation to keep the information they collect confidential.  

They operate under an agreement which stipulates penalties if confidentiality is broken.  The ABS also uses 

a set of standard interviewing procedures designed to ensure that interviews are conducted in a 

professional manner and minimise the amount of time required by survey respondents.  In their dealings 

with respondents, ABS Interviewers are bound by a Code of Conduct, which sets out the behaviours and 

standards expected of them. 

 

How can I find the results from the HIES? 

The results from the 2015-16 HIES will be available free of charge on the ABS website at www.abs.gov.au 

from mid-2017.  Results from previous surveys can also be found on the ABS website. 

 

A number of publications have been released from earlier ABS income and expenditure surveys.  Some of 

these publications include:  

Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia                 (cat. No. 6523.0) 

Household Expenditure Survey, Australia: Summary of Results  (cat. No. 6530.0) 

Government Benefits, Taxes and Household Income, Australia  (cat. No. 6537.0) 
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