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Our articles cover a range of topics which we hope you will find interesting. We aim to keep you informed of  
changes as they happen, but we also want to provide ideas to help you live the life you want – now and in the future.

In this edition we discuss Economics of COVID-19, Improve the way we work, Income and assets and provide you  
with information.

If you would like to discuss any of the issues raised in this newsletter, please don’t hesitate to contact us.

In the meantime we hope you enjoy the read. 

All the best,

Varria Pty Ltd



  

ECONOMICS OF COVID-19

The backdrop
After the majority of the world went into a strict 
“stay at home” lockdown over late March-
April, a lot of these restrictions have now been 
lifted. Most economies are now operating 
with “intermediate” lockdown stringencies 
which generally means that there are social 
distancing restrictions in place across public 
venues and on transport along with restrictions 
on gatherings.
The first round of severe lockdown restrictions 
worked well to “flatten the curve” to reduce 
COVID-19 cases, to prepare the hospital system 
with protective equipment and testing tools 
and to get the contact tracing system in place. 
But as several countries started to open up 
their economies again over late May and June, 
COVID-19 cases started to spike again.
It always seemed highly improbable to 
completely eliminate the virus without a 
vaccine so it was always expected that there 
would be pockets of COVID-19 cases once 
the economy opened up again. However, the 
problem now is that some second waves of the 
virus in places like the US and Australia have 
higher case counts compared to the first round. 
While the US fatality rate is not as high this time 
round, hospitals in some states like Arizona, 
Florida and Texas are getting overwhelmed with 
COVID-19 cases, and deaths will get worse from 
here as they tend to lag behind new cases.
Should countries experiencing a second wave 
(or an extension of the first wave) re-impose 
lockdown restrictions again? Lockdown 
measures would reduce deaths and help the 
hospital system. On the other hand, lockdowns 
lead to closed businesses and higher 
unemployment. Both points of view are valid. 
However, the experience of COVID-19 around 
the world has demonstrated that in both cases, 
there is a big fall in consumption as households 
self regulate their behaviour.

Sweden’s experience
Sweden did not impose any strict “stay at home” 
lockdowns (restrictions including things like 

social distancing at public venues and banning 
groups larger than 50 people) at the start of the 
pandemic, instead opting for a “herd” immunity 
approach (where you need the majority of the 
population or -60% to become infected before 
the country has some long-term immunity 
to the virus) and expecting that some people 
would decide to self regulate their behaviour.
In theory, less lockdowns of businesses means 
better economic outcomes. But, interestingly 
Sweden hasn’t made a strong case for this 
argument. June quarter GDP growth is still 
expected to have a steep decline but it does 
appear to have been better than the falls in 
the US and Eurozone, and around the same as 
Australia (but Australia had a strict lockdown 
for around 5 weeks).
A herd immunity approach also argues that the 
outlook for economy overall ends up stronger 
because lockdowns do not have to stop and 
restart cases rise and fall. But it is still unclear 
what achieving herd immunity actually looks 
like, with the main questions being what 
proportion of people actually need to get 
infected before herd immunity is achieved 
and how long does immunity last? Not enough 
is known about COVID-19 to answer these 
questions. And widespread accurate antibody 
testing to assess population immunity is still 
not widely available.
So far, the Swedish forward-looking economic 
indicators and high frequency data are still 
pointing to subdued near-term activity. High 
frequency indicators (like daily consumer 
spending transactions, hotel bookings, mobility 
and restaurant bookings) didn’t fall as much as 
the US and Australia but the bounce back has 
also been slow, just like in the US and Australia.
Finally, the most important factor to consider 
in the lockdown debate is the cost of human 
life, or the death toll. Sweden has had around 
550 deaths per million in the population, one 
of the highest in the world (US is 428 deaths/
million and Australia is 5 deaths/million). So, 
Sweden’s experience of similarly poor economic 
outcomes against a high death toll doesn’t 
leave much to be envied.

Some interesting research from Australian 
professors at the University of New South 
Wales have estimated the costs of lockdowns 
against the benefit of saving lives, which can 
actually be measured by statistical agencies 
- known as the cost of a “statistical life”’. On 
these estimates, the costs of lockdowns tend 
to be greatly exaggerated in the media and 
by politicians. On their numbers, the cost of 
lockdown in Australia is around $90bn, but 
this is heavily outweighed by a much larger 
($1.1tn) economic benefit in saving lives.

Household surveys have shown that on average, 
households do tend to support lockdown 
measures. In a survey of US households in June 
(from CivicScience), around 62% of households 
(on average) supported returning to lockdown 
as a strategy to reduce rising COVID-19 cases.

Suppression or elimination of 
COVID-19?
Without a vaccine, there appears to be no way 
to completely eliminate COVID-19 while it is 
still circulating around in parts of the world. So 
suppression of the virus is the only strategy 
from here. But, lockdowns may still be required 
in localised areas if case growth becomes too 
unsustainable, which is what happened in 
Melbourne.

The economics of lockdowns show that they 
aren’t as disastrous for the economy as initially 
assumed. The pandemic will lead to a big hole 
in economic output with or without lockdowns. 
It means that more government support is 
required to fill this hole in economic output. 
While this means a build-up of government 
debt, the low inflation environment and record 
low borrowing costs mean that government 
debt repayments are sustainable for now.
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The economics of COVID-19 lockdowns
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A further rise in COVID-19 cases around the world is leading to questions about the need for another round of 
government-mandated lockdowns. Given that there are arguments for and against government lockdowns, 
we look at what the actual economic outcomes have been in both cases.



      

IMPROVE THE WAY WE WORK

How mindfulness can improve the way we work
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Back in the day, the workplace tended to be a 
more structured environment. We worked set 
hours, followed set procedures and conformed 
to a set mindset.
But plenty has changed over the years. Modem 
21st century workplaces are increasingly 
embracing flexible working hours, flexible 
procedures and more flexible mindsets.
And along with this has been the rise and rise of 
mindfulness-a movement that encourages us 
to think differently.
Mindfulness is often described as simply 
another form of meditation. But it’s much more 
than that.

Mindfulness is the simple art 
of noticing new things. Paying 
attention. Never assuming.
Social psychologist and Harvard University 
Professor Ellen Langer has been studying 
mindfulness for more than 40 years.
Professor Langer says mindfulness is an active 
state of mind characterised by being:
• situated in the present
• sensitive to context and perspective
• guided (but not rigidly ruled) by rules
and routine
• more engaged.
Her research shows increased mindfulness 
translates to measurable benefits for our 
psychological wellbeing, physical health and 
productivity!

When 1+1 can equal 3
It’s all too easy to slip into mindlessness-the 
opposite of mindfulness. Mindlessness is 
grounded in accepting absolute truths.
Professor Langer says, “When you’re asked 
a question to which you think you know the 
answer, there’s probably another way to look 
at it.”

Does 1+1 always equal2? In a rigid theoretical 
mathematical context, yes. In the real 
world, with all the real world’s variables, not 
necessarily.

By being mindful, and uncertain, you question 
everything. And this can lead to meaningful 
change.

Professor Langer says, “Rather than the illusion 
of stability, exploit the power in uncertainty.”

With only subtle shifts in our thinking and 
expectations, we can begin to change 
the ingrained behaviour that saps health, 
competence, optimism and vitality from our 
lives.

Try again. Fail again. Fail better
The fear of making mistakes can be a roadblock 
to change. And failure in one thing can result in 
success in another. Professor Langer cites a 
famous example of a company turning a failed 
glue that didn’t stick properly into the hugely 
successful concept of the post-it note.

Mindful optimism can be a more productive 
mindset than defensive pessimism, where you 
hope for the best but expect the worst. The 
alternative is to make a plan, and then get on 
with living-somethlng Professor Langer says 
can help get us through the current COVID-19 
crisis.

Mindfulness can have some startling benefits. 
Many of Professor Langer’s studies focus on 
how changing mental perceptions can actually 
lead to improved physical outcomes.

Her famous Counterclockwise study showed 
the mind and body are more attuned than we 
might think. The researchers changed the 
extemal environment for a group of elderly men 
and turned the clock back 20 years.

The participants didn’t simply emerge with a 
more youthful mindset, they actually rolled 
back the years in terms of their physical 
capabilities and even their appearance.

5 ways to create a more mindful 
workplace
Mindfulness doesn’t only deliver personal 
benefits. It can also lead to better business 
outcomes. In a study of salespeople, 
participants who were encouraged to deviate 
from a set script and think about what they 
were doing ended up selling more magazines.

And mindfulness is contagious. In a 
collaborative workplace, there can be a 
knock-on effect. When you see someone else 
exhibiting mindful characteristics, you tend to 
increase your own mindfulness.

Here are a few tips from Professor Langer  to 
create a more mindful workplace.

1. Accept you don’t always know the answer

2. See accidents or mistakes as possibilities

3. Recognise everyone has something useful 
to contribute

4. Encourage more from the people around you

5. Exploit the power of uncertainty.

A workplace dominated by fixed mindsets can 
lead to problems as people become afraid a 
lack of knowledge will be discovered. 

A workplace dominated by flexible mindsets 
can free people up to make meaningful change 
as they accept they don’t necessarily have the 
best way of doing everything.

“Lack of expertise is what keeps us interested 
in what we’re doing, and by extension, keeps us 
interesting to other people”, Professor Langer 
says.

“If we increase our mindfulness, we increase 
our effectiveness, health and wellbeing.”

I AMP Amplify Digital Series
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Social psychologist and Harvard University Professor Ellen Langer says increased mindfulness can 
deliver easurable benefits.
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The Age Pension & eligibility
The Age Pension is an income support payment 
provided by the government to people who have 
reached Age Pension age. Generally, to be eligible 
you must:
• be aged 66 or over, depending on when
 you were born
• be an Australian resident and have lived in
 Australia for at least 1 0 years
• meet the income and asset tests.
The age you’ll be eligible to apply for the Age 
Pension will depend on the date you were born, 
as shown in the table below.i

Your  
birthdate

Your age  
pension age

Date of age  
pension age change

1 Jan 1954 to 
30 June 1955

66 years 1 July 2019

1 July 1955 to 
31 Dec 1956

66 years and 
6 months

1 July 2021

On or after 
1 Jan 1957

67 years 1 July 2023

To receive the Age Pension, you must be an 
Australian resident and physically present in 
Australia on the day you submit your claim. You 
must also have lived in Australia for at least 10 
years, during which there should be at least 
one period where you have lived in Australia 
continuously for five years.
To see if you are eligible, Centrelink runs two 
tests: the Age Pension income test and the Age 
Pension assets test. The tests measure how 
much income you get and how much your assets 
are worth. If your income or assets are above 
certain limits, your Age Pension payment will 
be reduced, or you may not be eligible at all. You 
can find out more about eligibility criteria via the 
Department of Human Services.

Income and assets tests
Centrelink will assess your income and assets 
to determine how much money you’ll receive 
through the Age Pension. When assessing your 
income, Centrelink will consider all income 
streams you receive, including from sources 
outside Australia.

This includes things like: It doesn’t include things like:

employment rental assistance payments

pensions, including 
account-based pensions

payments through an NDIS 
package

annuities emergency relief payments

investments regular payments from a 
close relative

salary packaging.

You can find a complete list of all the income 
sources considered and exempt under the test 
at The Department of Human Services website. 
To work out how much your financial assets are 
worth as income, they use a set of rules known 
as deeming. Find out more about deemed income 
on the Services Australia website.
Centrelink will also use the market value of 
your assets to make a decision. Assets include 

things like investment properties, caravans, cars 
and boats and business assets. You can find a 
complete list of all assets considered and exempt 
under the test at The Department of Human 
Services website. Overseas assets have their 
value converted into the equivalent Australian 
dollar amount. If you live in your family home, 
it isn’t counted as an asset. But if you decide to 
sell, it could affect your pension. There are also 
separate rules for granny flats and retirement 
village contributions. 
There’s a lot of things to consider when it comes 
to assets and retirement, so speak with us, so 
you can make informed decisions. Depending on 
the outcome of the income and assets tests, you 
may receive the full pension or part pension, or 
no assistance at all.

How much is the Age Pension?
The standard rate for Age Pension payments 
depends on the results of your income and 
assets tests. And if you’re single or in a couple.
If you’re eligible, the maximum standard Age 
Pensionii per fortnight is:
Singles $860.60 Couples $1 ,297.40
There is another rate, called the transitional rate. 
This applies to some people who were receiving 
a part-pension payment before, or on, 19 
September 2009. 
If you’re eligible, the maximum transitional Age 
Pension; per fortnight is:
Singles $775.20 Couples $1252.40
These amounts do not include any supplements. 
Age Pension rates are adjusted twice yearly, 
in March and September. You can find out more 
information on the Services Australia website.

Age Pension cut-offs
There are certain cut-offs for income and assets 
that will mean you’re not eligible to receive any 
government assistance. These are the fortnightly 
cut-offsiii for aged pension income support:

If you’re
You won’t receive
assistance when
your Income exceeds

A standard rate pensioner- single $2,066.60

Standard rate pensioners-couple 
living together

$3,163.20
combined

Standard rate pensioners-couple
living apart due to ill health

$4,093.20
combined

A transitional rate pensioner -
single

$2,151.25

Transitional rate pensioners-
couple living together

$3,500.00
combined

Transitional rate pensioners-
couple living apart due to ill health

$4,262.50
combined

*These thresholds were last updated July 2020

Your Age Pension cut-off point will be higher 
if you get the Work Bonus. Find out more at 
Services Australia. Similarly, there are limits on 
the value of assets you can hold before you’re no 
longer eligible for the Age Pension. These fall into 
three categories - full pension, part-pension and 
transitional rate.

Cut-offs for assets for the full pension*

If you’re Homeowner Non-
homeowner

Single $268,000 $482,500

A couple, combined $401,500 $616,000

A couple, separated due 
to Illness, combined

$401,500 $616,000

A couple, 1 partner 
eligible, combined

$401,500 $616,000

Cut-offs for assets for part pension*

If you’re Homeowner Non-
homeowner

Single $583,000 $797,500

A couple, combined $876,500 $1,091,000

A couple, separated due 
to Illness, combined

$1,031,500 $1,246,000

A couple, 1 partner 
eligible, combined

$676,500 $1,091,000

Cut-offs for assets for part pension*

If you’re Homeowner Non-
homeowner

Single $583,000 $797,500

A couple, combined $876,500 $1,091,000

A couple, separated due 
to Illness, combined

$1,031,500 $1,246,000

A couple, 1 partner 
eligible, combined

$676,500 $1,091,000

*These tables only consider those who are receiving 
pensions (including the Age Pension). Other thresholds 
apply to other income support payments. Updated July 
2020.

If you’re suffering severe financial hardship and 
your assets reduce your payment or stop you 
getting one, you can apply for consideration 
for special provisions. You can find out more at 
Service Australia Asset Hardship Provisions.

How much will I receive?
Use the Age Pension estimator on the Centrelink 
website to see what you might receive. As the 
amount you receive will be based on your income 
and assets you may want to consider how your 
assets (both super and non-super) may affect 
the amount you’re eligible for.
Planning for retirement and working out your 
entitlements isn’t always straightforward. 
Contact us as we can help you figure out what 
you’re eligible for.
i https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/ 
 services/centralink/age-pension/who-cen-get-it

ii https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/ 
 services/centrelink/age-pension/how-much-you- 
 can-get

iii https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/ 
 topics/income-test-pansions/30406

iv https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/ 
 services/centrelink/age-pension/how-much-you- 
 can-get/assets-test/assets#assetstestlimits
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Understanding the Age Pension income and assets test

INCOME AND ASSETS

Understanding how the Age Pension works, if you’re eligible, and how much you could receive can help you plan in the lead up to retirement.


