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In March, Cube brought together more than 100 of the best and brightest minds in policy design and service delivery to discuss how
women are disproportionately impacted by the "missing middle".

That discussion could not have been more prescient. In the intervening months, the world has been enveloped in one of the most
devastating pandemics in living history; an event already proving to have devasting new impacts on women.

The pandemic's effects are far reaching, impacting our physical and mental health, the economy, education systems, travel, workplaces
and even our rule of law. But perhaps nowhere have the consequences been more keenly observed than across social issues that
disproportionally effect women: insecure and casual work, family violence, homelessness and financial inequality.

In fact, women's financial inequality has increased so rapidly that research for the Financy Women's Index has shown that for every
month affected by the pandemic, Australian women have been losing one year in progress towards economic equality. Direct action
to address the missing middle and its gendered nature has never been more important.

So, as you turn your mind to recovery and focussing efforts on how to best help those disproportionately impact by the pandemic,
we thought it timely to revisit the insights from our research and your valuable contributions to the conversation.

Two key themes clearly emerged from the discussions: the need for an holistic approach to designing and delivering integrated
services addressing the needs of women, and the importance of genuinely incorporating the lived experience of women in all aspects
of policy design, implementation and review.

Building on this, Creating a better future for Victorian women aims to overcome existing barriers by identifying new pathways to
create real change, supporting you as leaders in navigating this new normal and giving voice to those who would otherwise miss out.

We will be continuing the conversation across many sectors in the coming year, and welcome those who would like to be involved by
reaching out to us at info@cubegroup.com.au

Laura Mahoney Julia Hovenden Vicky Kyris
Partner Director Director
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To genuinely address the needs of
women we need to take a holistic
approach to designing and delivering
integrated services



What the missing middle for women looks like in reality

Many policy solutions focus on specific issues and in doing so, miss the broader context and reality of intersecting and entrenched disadvantage that many women face. Lasting change requires an holistic
approach to understanding and resolving the underlying factors that lead to women being in crisis situations, supported by integrated, client centred and accessible services that focus on early or pre-crisis
intervention.

Financial insecurity, family violence and housing insecurity
intersect and compound one another

Women are more likely to be economically marginalised
and on social security payments; 58% of income support
recipients in Australia are women. As a result women are
more vulnerable to the increasing volatility of food
production, and hence price, caused by climate change,
extreme weather and uncertain rainfall. Oxfam has
suggested that by 2030, the food price is likely to be
double that of 2012 prices.6

Energy prices are expected to rise, at least in the short
term, as a result of a shift towards renewable sources and
improvements in infrastructure, badly impacting those on
low incomes - women currently dominate the lowest two
decile income brackets in Australia. The impact will be
severe on single parents (82% of single-parent families are
single-mother families).

Women aged 25-35 years and over 55 years are less likely
to access affordable housing and are particularly
vulnerable to changing circumstances such as divorce,
separation, job loss or family illness requiring a carer.

Homelessness and insecure housing can have flow-on
effects that further increase disadvantage, such as
difficulty gaining or maintaining employment, increased
vulnerability to physical abuse, a higher likelihood of
returning to an abusive partner or increased risk of mental
health issues.

Women's homelessness increased by 27% between 2006-
2016, key factors being escaping family violence, housing
crisis, money/income and employment issues.

Women'’s involvement with the justice systemis driven by
and entrenches other complex issues

The reasons women end up incarcerated — both
sentenced and unsentenced — are often related to existing
disadvantage.

Women remanded and/or sentenced are often
experiencing numerous complex issues including being
victims of family violence, homelessness and housing
instability.

Substance abuse is central to many clients’ issues and
often clients come from complex families with complex
intergenerational problems.’”

Many incarcerated women have children who end up in
state care, which can further entrench generational
disadvantage.®

Financial barriers, issues of fear and intimidation
(particularly in cases of family violence and divorce), low
income threshold requirements for accessing legal aid and
lack of child care arrangements can prevent women from
accessing justice.

Structural gender inequality contributes to women’s poor
mental health

Very few evidence-based services, either preventative or
treatment-related are available to meet the specific
mental health needs of women in Australia.

The 2017-18 National Health Survey estimated 24% of
Victorian women experienced mental illness and
behavioural problems compared to 17% of men. Women
are also 1.6 times as likely as men to suffer coexisting
mental and physical illnesses which are associated with
increased severity of mental illness and increased
disability.?

Evidence shows that women’s mental health is shaped by
structural inequalities of wealth and power. The
determinants of mental ill health amongst women include
social inequalities (i.e. poverty, social exclusion, racism and
geography), impact of negative life experiences (in
particular intergenerational trauma, racism and violence
and abuse) and gender expectations.”
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Cohesive and
coordinated support
can help to reduce
the impact of
the missing middle

What we heard from you

Better understand when and how the missing middles impacts women

The ‘missing middle’ occurs when women have a ‘moderate’ level of risk across multiple factors (e.g.
family violence, housing and mental health). Siloed approaches to addressing these issues means that
underlying drivers cannot be effectively addressed resulting in poorer overall outcomes. Support
may only be provided if a crisis point is reached by an individual, e.g. homelessness, and even then,
the response is likely to be separate or distinct from other crisis responses.

Often responses in one part of the system can lead to an unintended negative consequence for
another, eg. escaping family violence can create an insecure housing situation. We need to be able
to effectively provide support to individuals before they reach a crisis point. A deeper
understanding of how responses in different parts of the system interact will allow us to build more
targeted partnerships where organisations can coalesce around specific problems and circumstances
so that the right support is provided at the right times in the right way.

Bring stakeholders together to integrate service and support systems

Health, social, economic and environmental challenges are interrelated and often co-exist, one
driving another. However, these challenges are often disparately addressed by different and
disconnected parts of the service system. As a result, there is no holistic and shared understanding
of an individual’s circumstances so, support and preventative services cannot be delivered ina
cohesive and coordinated way.

By working together and integrating our service and support systems, we can create a shared
understanding of client problems and needs and a cohesive approach to addressing those needs. It
will also better enable us to understand and address the gap in services between prevention and
crisis response. This approach supports a more holistic way of meeting the needs of women and
shifts responsibility from the individual to the system. Where systems integrate and communicate,
navigation for users becomes easier resulting in greater accessibility and delivery of preventative,
early intervention and crisis services.

Grow funding, political will and data sharing so that integration becomes business as usual
Ongoing integration of service and support systems must be supported by funding for service
providers, political will, shared data across different service systems and clear referral pathways. This
helps to ensure that practices underpinning effective integration become business as usual rather
than a ‘nice to have’ that relies on the good will of select practitioners.
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Incorporating the lived experience of
women is the only way to remove
access barriers and improve the design
of policies, systems and services



Some of the barriers and burdens limiting women’s service access

There are significant financial barriers to women’s access to
legal services

Financial abuse can make it difficult for women to access
the legal system before, during or after leaving a
relationship. Less complex family law cases cost between
$20K and $40K with a complex case costing >$200K for
parties." While there are avenues for support for low-
income victims of domestic violence via legal aid it is
estimated that only the bottom 8% of households are
likely to meet the income and assets test for legal aid. As a
result, women in the middle income bracket or
experiencing financial abuse have fewer options available,
at a time when their financial insecurity may be
increasing.”

Women are disadvantaged navigating the justice system

There are consistently greater proportions of female
prisoners who have been unsentenced (are on remand)
than males (42% to 35% respectively in 2017-18) even
though women are less likely to be sentenced when their
cases are heard.”

In 2017, 66% of remanded women were released from
prison unsentenced. However their experience of remand
can have ongoing impacts in relation to their jobs, housing
and interactions with government agencies including
Centrelink and child protection.

Women struggle to access mental health services that fit in
with their lives

Most mental health services are designed around women’s
mental health from an individual pathology perspective,
whereas women who need these services consistently ask
for a more holistic view of their lives.

Medicare covers certain kinds of mental health services
which has left a two-tiered system. People with financial
resources and/or health insurance can access a wider
range of service options and for a longer period of time.
This model may increase inequalities in access to care.

Mental heath inpatient units do not always possess the
infrastructure to support women’s needs with lack of
segregated wards meaning that women in mental health
units are at risk of experiencing gender-based violence in
many forms."”

Most public spaces are not built with women’s safety in
mind

At least half of Australian women do not feel safe walking
alone at night. Many acknowledge that public spaces have
increased safety issues for both men and women (men's
risk of violence is drastically higher in such places than it is
in domestic settings), but it tends to be dangerous for
women in very specific ways.'®

There is often a gap between men's experiences of public
places and those of women. Plan International surveyed
hundreds of young women in Sydney and found that 9 in
10 felt unsafe at night. The study suggested many women
experience harassment - verbal, sexual and physical - in
public places, particularly public transport or a busy city
street.”

Public transport is one of the biggest areas of safety
concern for girls and women, with many going out of their
way to avoid certain lines or stations particularly after
dark.®

Perceived safety measures such as high illuminance and
CCTV, do not impact women’s perception of urban safety.
Analysing more than 80 of the most unsafe “hotspots”
identified by women in Melbourne, the research found
that high illuminance — or very bright and overlit spaces —
does not correlate with young women’s perceptions of
urban safety.”

Feeling unsafe in public spaces can limit women’s ability to
move freely, access services or recreation, and often
changes their patterns of behaviour.
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The missing
middle can
be addressed
when we understand
and value women’s
needs and

experiences

What we heard from you

Seek to understand the way in which women experience the service system

Expanding service delivery pathways prior to crisis can stem the flow of women and children
trapped by disadvantage. However, to effectively provide support prior to crisis, we need to
understand what women want and need, when they need it and how it can be most
effectively delivered. For example, mental health, post disaster relief and recovery, climate
change and transitioning economies all have very different impacts on women compared to
men. We need to more deeply understand these impacts for women to effectively design
services that meet their needs.

Elevate the voices of those with lived experience

To create effective and accessible services, we need to incorporate the voices of women
representing all socio-demographic and cultural groups in policy, program and service design.
Engagement with women to understand their experiences, needs, perspectives and priorities
must be genuine and broad. Current engagement approaches are likely to leave those in the
missing middle out of the conversation if their stories are not considered ‘significant’ enough.
This further impacts service design as the reforms that result from these processes are missing
important perspectives. Elevating the voices of those with lived experience will help reduce
social stigma surrounding issues such as mental illness, family violence and housing insecurity
and encourage all women to contribute to the conversation.

Remove barriers to access for women

Location, security concerns, economic hardship, disability, language, culture and child care
responsibilities are all key barriers that may impact women’s ability to access support and
services. To be effective, support and services need to be provided through modes which are
accessible to women, in the right place at the right time. By understanding the way in which
different women experience the service system and elevating the voices of those with lived
experience, we can remove barriers to access for women.
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Some essential elements to ensure effective system change

Through our work with and in the public purpose sector, the Cube team has led and been part of many successful — and not as successful — system reform programs. Over time we have developed an
understanding of some of the key practical elements needed to genuinely ensure effective system change. Three of the most important of these elements are outlined below.

Leadership commitment to doing things differently

Leaders need to acknowledge the problem and recognise that
the current approach isn’t working. They need to be courageous
and surround themselves with people from diverse backgrounds
that bring a range of experiences and insights, as new ideas are
needed. Strong and effective leadership also includes working
collaboratively with other organisations that are both part of
the problem and part of the solution.

The missing middle for women exists because no one is
accountable for resolving it. It is a complex, multi-faceted issue
that crosses sectoral boundaries. Somebody needs to step up,
take responsibility and bring together the right organisations to
make this a priority.

Great leaders also know that things don’t always work the first
time. This can really limit the scale of reforms that are
considered or funded. Trials and pilot programs are a lower risk,
cost effective and fast way of understanding what works, what
doesn’t, unintended consequences (both positive and negative)
and the funding and resourcing required for further roll-out.
Science uses this approach as standard — just think of the testing
and clinical trial regimes for new vaccines. It’s the best way to
weed out the failures and bring the most effective vaccines
safely to the broader community. And it can work exactly the
same way for policy reform. Trial different implementation
approaches, monitor them and learn from them, then roll out
those with the greatest impact to the rest of the community.
There will still be challenges and changes will need to be made
throughout its operation, but the fundamentals will be right.

Genuinely incorporating lived experience into the design
and implementation of the response

The need for including lived experience is often talked about in
contemporary policy circles, but rarely gets further than a few
stakeholder interviews or the establishment of an advisory
group. This seriously limits how useful or effective many well-
meaning policies can actually be.

Women who have current or past lived experience at the crisis
end, as well as those who are currently experiencing the missing
middle or at risk of becoming part of the missing middle, need
to be the driving force behind the design and implementation of
any policy solutions.

The policy community is really great at creating new policy
directions that are genuinely believed to make a positive impact.
However, often this doesn’t translate to reality, and it’s usually
because of a lack of experience and understanding about how
the policy aspiration can be translated into practice. This is
where the engagement aspect comes into its own. Ensuring that
people with lived experience, organisations with implementation
responsibility and people with operational experience are part
of the policy design and decision-making process is critical in
making sure change can really happen.

Simple things such as workforce impact assessments, testing of
tools in a real-world setting, understanding the motivations and
working styles of people delivering the policy reform, and
knowing where in the process the policy changes need to occur,
will help ensure the policy reforms are delivered effectively. And
these are the things that are best known by those who work on
the ground or who have used the services. Policy thinkers
combined with operational experts make the optimal teams to
create effective and sustainable change.

Monitoring and measuring achievement against outcomes —
making continuous improvement a reality

We need to understand exactly what we want to achieve and
continually monitor our progress to make sure we are heading in
the right direction. Regular monitoring and reporting, process
reviews and developmental-style evaluations also helps ensure
that perverse incentives are recognised and captured early, that
changes can be made and successes amplified.

This assumes that every project can be clearly connected to a
set of overarching outcomes, and that there is a strong theory
of change supporting it. We can’t measure if we don’t know
what we want to achieve, and if we don’t know what we want to
achieve, then we have to question why we are doing the project.
To this end, part of every project start-up should include
development of a program logic/theory of change, a monitoring
and evaluation framework and a commitment to either an
ongoing review or clear review cycle.

Understanding and improving outcomes and value for the
community is why we are all here, so we should be using all the
tools and evidence at our disposal.

Creating sustainable change is hard, but it’s not impossible.
Understanding the key elements that create successful system
change will go a long way to ensuring that the missing middle for
women is acknowledged, and that the right policy responses are
being developed and tested.
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