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Foreword
It is with great pleasure that we release the first edition of Families in Australia.
Families in Australia: 2008 provides a summary of the key issues and trends facing Australian
families and sets the foundation for future reports.
This Government is committed to supporting all Australian families. We have a range of policies and
programs in place that target support for families and are regularly revisiting these to ensure they
are providing the best support possible.
Key initiatives include:
•

Enhancing families’ economic wellbeing, for example through TAX CUTS worth $46.7 billion
over four years; IMMEDIATE FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE through the 2008-09 Budget and
the Economic Security Strategy; and LONG TERM REFORM of Australia’s taxation and
welfare system.

•

Providing support to all families in priority areas such as the Government’s $19.3 billion
INVESTMENT IN AUSTRALIA’S EDUCATION SYSTEM and $3.3 billion over five years to
SYSTEMATICALLY REFORM AUSTRALIA’S HEALTH CARE SYSTEM and investing
$10 billion in health and hospitals, including infrastructure and medical equipment.

•

Helping Australians BALANCE WORK AND FAMILY COMMITMENTS by providing greater
access to unpaid parental leave and carer’s leave and more flexible work arrangements;
consideration of a PAID PARENTAL LEAVE SCHEME; and REDUCING THE FINANCIAL
BURDEN OF CHILD CARE through increased payments.

•

Supporting Australia’s carers and strengthening family relationships through the development
of an action focused NATIONAL CHILD PROTECTION FRAMEWORK; and through targeted
PAYMENTS TO CARERS through the 2008-09 Budget and the Economic Security Strategy.

•

Providing support for particularly vulnerable families through the implementation of a
SOCIAL INCLUSION AGENDA, including REDUCING INDIGENOUS DISADVANTAGE
between Indigenous families and non-Indigenous families through the ‘Closing the Gap’
initiatives.

Australia’s long-term prosperity depends on securing and supporting the full social and economic
participation of all Australians and helping families to achieve their full potential. Ensuring we have
strong families in an inclusive society underpins not only our future economic prosperity, but also the
strength of our social fabric and national identity.
We will continue to rethink the way we do things in government and work cooperatively with State
and Territory governments to ensure we move forward together towards a fairer and more inclusive
Australia that supports all families.

Kevin Rudd

Jenny Macklin

Prime Minister of Australia

Minister for Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs
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Chapter One

1. Over view

Families are a major part of the social fabric of Australia. This first Families in
Australia report provides a snapshot of the diversity of experience of Australian
families, and describes some of the major changes that have occurred over the
last 30 or more years.
The report highlights the ongoing importance
of the family to individuals and to society
more broadly. Against a backdrop of major
demographic, social and economic changes,
as well as changing attitudes and aspirations,
some aspects of family life remain much the
same as they have always been, while other
aspects have changed considerably over time.
The very definition of family is one
that is open to a variety of interpretations and
understandings. It is difficult to talk about
the ‘typical Australian family’ given the
extent to which families adapt and change
in response to life’s events. The term family
is best understood inclusively, covering
people who care for, support and protect
each other. A more detailed discussion of
what is meant by the term family, and how
it is used in this report, is in Chapter 2.
In examining Australian families, this report
does not attempt to provide an exhaustive
analysis of the broad range of issues
facing families today. Rather, it examines
a selection of key topics, including fertility,
caring responsibilities, economic wellbeing,
relationships and work and family. Future
reports will look at a range of other current
and emerging issues facing families.
Families in Australia: 2008 paints a generally
positive picture of Australian families. Most
families experience strong and healthy
relationships and are faring well financially.
Families contribute significantly to Australian
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society, including through care for children
and care for aged relatives and relatives
with disability. An expansion in child care
and measures to assist workers with family
responsibilities is helping more families
to effectively balance work and family.
Of course, all families face a range of everyday
pressures associated with such things as
maintaining good family relationships, balancing
the family budget, and dealing with work
pressures. They must also deal with life-cycle
related events, such as births, deaths and
illness.
Some families are more vulnerable than others
and are more likely to face more fundamental
and ongoing difficulties. These include jobless
families, families with caring responsibilities,
low-income families, one-parent families, older
Australians and Indigenous families.
While most Australian families are doing
well, Families in Australia: 2008 identifies
some areas which could benefit from greater
attention. The most significant issues
identified in the report are:
•

Recognising and supporting the diverse
range of Australian families.

•

Supporting families who wish to have
children.

•

Supporting Australia’s carers now and into
the future

•

Supporting strong families, especially
in times of greatest need.

•

Enhancing the economic wellbeing
of vulnerable Australian families.

•

Helping Australians to balance their work
with family and caring responsibilities.

Recognising and supporting the
diverse range of families
Families in Australia shows that Australian
families are very diverse and have changed
considerably over the last 30 years. On the
one hand, most children still grow up in a
two-parent family, most people still get married
and have children, and most people stay in their
first marriage. At the same time, families have
become smaller, there are more families without
children,and there are more people living alone.
Families are going through more transitions
over time, for example, some marriages break
up and parents re-partner, and there are
more one-parent and step/blended families.
Culture plays an important part in defining
family. Families from different cultural and
linguistic backgrounds may have different
concepts of family.
Different family types are likely to have
different requirements which need to be
recognised in the design of government
programs and services. For example,
programs and services that provide support
where families’ living arrangements change
due to relationship breakdown, the death of
a family member or re-partnering, can help to
minimise disruptions, particularly for children.
Similarly, targeted services will be more
effective if they recognise the distinctive
features of families from diverse cultural
and linguistic backgrounds or the more

inclusive concept of family for many
Indigenous people.
In providing support for Australian families
a key focus needs to be on assisting more
vulnerable families to reach their potential.
The report shows that one-parent families,
especially those that are jobless, and
Indigenous families are particularly vulnerable
in a number of ways. Some older couples
and singles also face particular pressures.
Providing support to and implementing
programs that target these groups could
help to achieve sustained improvements
on a number of fronts (see Chapter 2).

Supporting families who wish to
have children
A key change for Australian families has
been in fertility. As is the case in much of the
developed world, Australia has lower fertility
now than in the past. Couples are choosing to
have fewer children and to have children later
in their partnership, with many couples delaying
having children until they are in their 30s.
After falling since the 1960s, Australian
fertility rates have increased in recent times.
Nevertheless, small family sizes and an ageing
population are likely to place some pressure on
government services and on families balancing
caring responsibilities with other commitments.
The report presents evidence that suggests
some families may feel constrained from having
the number of children they would ideally
like to. This could reflect a range of factors
including concerns about economic security
or how they can combine work with family.
Supporting families and reducing barriers
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to having children is an important part of an
overall response to changes in the age profile
of the population. Governments, employers
and the broader community can all play a role
in ensuring families are supported and feel
able to combine having children with other
responsibilities (see Chapter 3).

Supporting Australia’s carers
now and into the future
Caring continues to be a core activity and
defining feature of families. Most Australians
are likely to undertake caring responsibilities
at some time during their lives, with women
significantly more likely to be primary carers
than men, particularly those aged 45 to 55
years.
Providing effective support to carers of the
aged and people with disability is important
in recognising the valuable contribution that
carers make to their families and to the
Australian community, in both social and
economic terms. It is also important in helping
to minimise some of the adverse financial,
emotional and physical impacts that many
carers report.
A particular issue for many carers is the
difficulty they have in participating in the labour
force. As the Australian population ages, and
the demand for caring, both informal and
formal, increases, carers are likely to face
increased pressure as they manage theircaring,
work and other family commitments. There is
likely to be a growing need for access to
family-friendly work arrangements and leave
provisions for those who care for older people
or people with disability, as well as those who
care for children.

At the same time, there is likely to be
increased demand by carers for support
services, both in terms of respite care and
services targeting their own physical and
emotional wellbeing. How the community
responds to these challenges will have a
significant impact on the wellbeing of carers
and how effectively they can perform their
roles (see Chapter 4).

Supporting strong families,
especially in times of greatest need
Strong and effective family relationships
are important on a number of levels. Good
relationships, both within and beyond the
traditional family unit, are important not only
to individuals, but also to society. Healthy
relationships help people to achieve and
contribute to society. Relationships that help
people feel supported can contribute to their
happiness and wellbeing, and help families
cope with hardship and adapt to change.
Families in Australia shows that Australian
families are generally marked by strong and
healthy family relationships. Relationship
satisfaction between couples and between
parents and their children is generally high.
However, some groups are relatively less
satisfied. These include single people,
step-parents and non-resident parents.
Unfortunately, there are also families
in Australia that are experiencing extreme
dysfunction, including violence and child
abuse and neglect.
Happy and healthy relationships tend to lead
to less need for government intervention and
support services. Families can benefit from
supports that focus on the development of more
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effective parenting and relationship skills, as
well as on early intervention and prevention for
at risk families. Such support can help people
better manage or avoid relationship breakdown
and, in the more extreme cases, prevent
relationships deteriorating in a more
dysfunctional way (see Chapter 6).

Enhancing the economic wellbeing
of vulnerable Australian families
Also central to family wellbeing is having
sufficient economic resources. Families need
to be able to meet the basic costs of living,
to work towards a satisfying lifestyle for all
family members, and to provide for long-term
family security. In general, Australian families
today are faring well financially, compared
with those in the past and in other countries.
Families do face some economic challenges.
Food, transportation and housing costs have
risen faster than cost increases of goods and
services more generally as measured by the
All Groups Consumer Price Index (CPI), making
them less affordable. Other costs, such as child
care and health care, can also be substantial
sources of financial stress for families at
particular stages of the life cycle. Many families
are also facing increasing debt levels.
While families across all income groups have,
on average, experienced increases in incomes
after allowing for overall price increases,
some families face greater hardships.
These include jobless families, one-parent
families, some older single and couple
families, Indigenous families and families
at certain ‘pressure points’ of the life-cycle
(such as those with very young children
or other caring responsibilities). How best
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to support these families to take action to
improve their economic circumstances
should be a major focus of community
and government effort.
To some degree, the disadvantage experienced
by these families can be addressed by reducing
barriers to work, supporting families through
transitions such as relationship breakdown,
and encouraging participation in education
and work among those who are socially
excluded. That said, the adequacy and
targeting of government assistance remains
an important means of reducing disadvantage
(see Chapter 5).

Helping Australians balance work with
family and caring responsibilities
Employment contributes to family wellbeing
in a number of ways. It increases the economic
resources available within families and protects
against social exclusion and inter-generational
disadvantage.
The report highlights the remarkable
changes that have occurred in relation to the
working lives of Australian families – with an
increasing proportion of women working and
people working in a more diverse range of
employment types and patterns. The changes
have led to greater importance being placed on
mechanisms which help employees to balance
their work and family responsibilities, including
access to family-friendly leave, flexible
working arrangements, and child care.
There has been a substantial expansion in
child care, and measures to assist workers
with family responsibilities have become more
common. The spread of these provisions,

though, is uneven. For example, just over half
of Australia’s working women have access to
paid maternity leave. To maximise labour force
participation and, thereby, contribute to broader
productivity goals it will be important to explore
further avenues to help people balance work
and family commitments and maintain their
attachment to the labour force, where this suits
their family circumstances (see Chapter 7).

Conclusion
A strong focus on all of these important issues
will be crucial to improving the wellbeing of
Australian families. The Families in Australia
report will continue to track Australia’s progress
in these areas. In addition, by drawing on new
data as it becomes available, future editions
of the report will be able to identify emerging
issues and challenges for Australian families,
and ensure that progress in addressing
these issues is a priority.
The role of governments is generally to provide
a supportive environment in which families
themselves can take responsibility for ensuring
the wellbeing of family members. There is also
a role for governments in providing more direct
support for vulnerable families by helping them
to build on their strengths and develop their
capacity to participate fully in the broader
society. Governments also have a role in
protecting the wellbeing of children in a range
of situations in Australian families. Addressing
the challenges identified in this first Families in
Australia report is a task for all of the Australian
community; governments, employers, the
non-government sector, community groups
and families themselves.
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2. Profile of Australian families
Key points
The make-up of Australian families has changed considerably over recent times...
•

Between 1976 and 2006:

-

couples with dependent children fell from 48% to 37% of all families in Australia.

-

one-parent families increased from 7% to 11% of all families.

-

•

couple-only families increased from 28% to 37% of all families.

Average household size is falling – from 3.6 people per household in 1954
to 2.5 people in 2006.

...yet families made up of couples and children remain common.
•

A large number of Australians live with a partner — 59% of people aged 15 years

•

Most children grow up in couple families — in 2006-07, 73% of young adults

and over, in 2006.

reported they had lived with both their birth parents until age 18.

The living arrangements of families take diverse forms.
•

•

Indigenous households, for example, are larger and are more likely to be one-parent

families with dependent children than other households (28% in 2006 compared with
9% for other one-family households).

Overall, families with one or more members born overseas have a profile similar

to other families in Australia, but within this group there is considerable diversity based on
the country of origin of family members.

The type of family that people live in can change over time.
•

In 2001, 29% of young adults had experienced two or more changes to their living

arrangements (e.g. from living in a couple family to living in a one-parent family)

until age 18.

The composition of Australian families has
changed considerably over recent times.
Most children still grow up in a two-parent
family, and most couples stay in their first
marriage. At the same time, families are
getting smaller and are less likely to contain
children. People are less likely to marry and
more people are living alone.

With relationship breakdown more common,
people are more likely to experience changes
to who they live with over time.
The result of these changes is greater diversity
in family composition in Australia than ever
before. This diversity can pose challenges for
governments and the community in supporting
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the full range of Australian families. This
chapter outlines some of the major changes
occurring to family structures in Australia.

It also considers how families can take different
forms for different people, and how they change
over time in response to life events.

What is a family?
Family means different things to different people. It is difficult to talk about the ‘typical Australian
family’, especially as society and families change. Families may span several generations, several
households, and may change in response to life events such as divorce, remarriage, and children
leaving the parental home. It is sometimes easier to define the family according to what it does
rather than what it looks like – caring, supporting, protecting and loving are what families have in
common.
This more inclusive definition is difficult to apply when providing a snapshot of Australian families.
This report generally uses the definition of a family developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(ABS), that is, a family is ‘two or more persons, one of whom is aged 15 years or over, who are
related by blood, marriage (registered or de facto), adoption, step or fostering; and who are usually
resident in the same household.’ However, where data is available, the report also considers
broader definitions of the family.
This chapter presents data on households as well as families, especially where data on families is
not available. Most people living together in households are in fact families, with families making
up 72% of all households in 2006. The remaining household types are made up of lone-person
households (24%) and group households (4%) (ABS, 2006a).

Then and now
The major changes occurring to families in
Australia reflect demographic, social and
economic trends, as well as changing values,
attitudes and aspirations. Australia’s population
is ageing, for example, and fertility is lower now
than in the past (see Chapter 3). Australians
now undertake more education, change
jobs more often, marry or form partnerships
later, and have fewer children later, if at all.
Separation and repartnering are more common
than they were 30 years ago.
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A key change for Australian families is
the decline in average household size.
Average household size has declined from
3.6 people per household in 1954 to 2.5
people per household in 2006; this decline
is projected to continue gradually (see
Figure 2.1).
The decrease in household size is in part
due to lower fertility rates and because
more people are now living alone.

e

Figure 2.1

Average household size is declining
1954 to 2026
no. (a)
3.6
3.3
3.0
2.7
2.4
2.1

1954

(a)

1962

1970

1978

1986

1994

2002

2010

2018

2026

Persons per household

Source: ABS Household and Family Projections, Australia (3236.0); ABS data available on request Censuses of Population and
Housing 1954-1981.

At the same time, family types have also
changed. Couples with dependent children¹
have long been the most common family type
in Australia. Recently, however, this group
is beginning to be overtaken by couple-only
families (see Figure 2.2). These family types
each made up around 37% of all families in
2006. Couples with dependent children have
gradually decreased (from 48% in 1976 to
37% in 2006), and couple-only families have

increased (from 28% in 1976 to 37% in 2006).
This is partly a result of population ageing,
with more ‘empty nesters’ (older couples whose
children have grown up and left home) than in
the past. Also, there are more younger couples
delaying having children or not having children
at all.
The third key family type, one-parent families
with dependants,² has also increased but by

¹ Dependent children, as deﬁned by the ABS, are children aged under 15 years or aged 15-24 years who are full-time students and
have no partner or children of their own.
² In several places this chapter cites data for one-parent families, but from different sources. Differences in estimates for one-parent
families are a result of different data sources taken at different time periods and covering slightly different populations.
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Figure 2.2

Family types are changing
1976 to 2006

% (a)

Chapter Two

60
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children

20

One-parent family with
dependants
Other families

10
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(a)

1976
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Proportion of all families.

Source: de Vaus, D. (2004) Diversity and Change in Australian Families, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne,
p.6; ABS 2006 Census Tables (2069.0).

a smaller margin, and this growth has stabilised
in recent years. In 1976, one-parent families
with dependants comprised 7% of all families;
by 2006 this had increased to 11%. The number
of one-parent families with children under
15 headed by a woman remains higher than
those headed by a man – by around seven
times. Since the early-1990s, male one-parent
families have increased only very slightly as
a proportion of all one-parent families with
children under 15 (ABS, 2007b).
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These trends in family type are likely to
continue into the future. By 2026, couples
without children are projected by the ABS
to be the most common type of family in
Australia (44% of all families). One-parent
families are projected to change little as a
proportion of all families.
These changes to family type will have
implications across a range of areas, including
future community services and infrastructure.

Marriage and partnering
One key change in the profile of Australian
families relates to marriage and long-term
relationships. Although most people still form
a long-term relationship at some stage of their
lives, the nature of these relationships has
changed since the 1970s. More people are
living in de facto relationships than in the past,
relationships are more likely to break up, and
marriage bears a less direct relationship to
having children. The number of children people
are having is much lower than in the 1960s
and 1970s (see Chapter 3).
Analysis of marriages data suggests that
the likelihood of marrying has decreased in
recent decades (ABS 2007b). Of all boys born
in the three-year period 1985–87, 79% are
expected to marry. This proportion is expected
to fall to 69% for boys born in 2000–02.
Similarly, 86% of girls born in 1985–87 are
expected to marry, compared with 74% of
girls born in 2000–02.
The age at which people marry is also
increasing, partly as a result of more people
living together before marriage. In 1975 men
typically first married when they were around
23 years old and women when they were
around 21 years old (ABS, 1993). By 2006,
these ages had increased to 30 for men and
28 for women (ABS, 2006b).
Lower rates of marriage are, in part, associated
with the increase in de facto relationships.
The proportion of couples living in a de facto
relationship has increased markedly, from 6%
in 1986 to 15% in 2006, yet in many cases
these couples eventually marry. In 2006,

a de facto relationship was a more popular
living arrangement than marriage for people
in their early-20s, but for people in their
late-20s onwards, marriage was more
common, suggesting it is still the preferred
eventual arrangement for people in long-term
relationships (see Figure 2.3).
Overall, the proportion of people living with
a partner (either formally married or de facto)
has declined slightly since the mid-1980s.
However, the number of people aged 15
and over living with a partner was still high,
at 59% (ABS, 2006a). This is associated
with population ageing (more people in older
age groups who have outlived their partner),
a greater rate of separation and divorce, and
fewer people forming long-term relationships
in the first place.

Relationship breakdown
Another substantial change for Australian
families is the increase in the breakdown
of marriages. This can be partly attributed
to the substantially simplified divorce
procedures which followed the introduction of
the Family Law Act 1975 (Cwlth). Before 1976,
the crude divorce rate (the number of divorces
per 1,000 people) was below one per 1,000
people. Following implementation of the law,
there was a large increase in the divorce rate
in 1976 (4.5 divorces per 1,000 people) as the
backlog of divorce applications was cleared.
Since then the crude divorce rate has hovered
between about 2.5 and 3 divorces per 1,000
people, growing slightly in the late-1980s
and early-1990s, but since 2000 has started
falling and in 2007 was 2.3 divorces per
1,000 people (ABS 2007c).
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Figure 2.3
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Source: ABS 2006 Census Tables (2068.0).

The rate of relationship breakdown is higher
for de facto relationships than marriages.
De facto couples are three times as likely to
end their relationship within a five year period
as those who are married (Qu and Weston,
2008). It should be recognised, however, that
there is significant variation in the nature
of de facto relationships, ranging from couples
testing their commitment prior to making
a decision about marriage to couples
intending to have a long-term commitment.
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Diversity in the family
Diversity and change in families is apparent
not only in changing numbers of couples and
one-parent families, but in changing trends in
marriage and long-term relationships. Within
each of the different family types there can be a
wide variety in the actual relationships between
family members. For example, a couple who
have dependent children may not both be the
children’s biological parents – one may be a

step-parent, or both may be guardians of the
children (for example, grandparents who have
primary care of grandchildren).
Couple families (where the children are the
natural or adopted children of both parents),
though, are still the most common type of family
with children under 18 years. In 2006-07 they
made up 73% of all families with children under
18 (see Figure 2.4).

Figure 2.4

One-parent families made up 20% of families
with children under 18. Step and blended
families (where the children are a mixture of
natural/adopted children and step children)
made up about 7% of all families with children
under 18. Since 1992 there has been a slight
decrease in couple families and a slight
increase in one-parent families, and almost no
change in the proportion of step and blended
families (ABS, 2008c).

One-in-five families with children have only one parent present
1992 to 2006-07
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Proportion of all families with children under 18 years.

Source: ABS Family Characteristics, Australia, 2006-07 (4442.0), p.15.
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Other family types make up only a very small proportion of all families, there are a number of
distinctive characteristics:
•

The 2006 Census suggests there are around 26,000 same-sex couples, making up less than
1% of all couple families. Around 11% of these families (or 2,900 families) had one or
more children of any age living with them (ABS, 2006a). This is likely to be an underestimate
of the number of same-sex couples as some couples may not choose to identify as ‘same-sex’
in the Census.

•

It is estimated that in 2006-07 there were around 14,000 grandparent-headed
families with children under 18 years (less than 1% of all families with children)
(ABS, 2008c).

•

In 2006 a small proportion of households (1.3% or 93,200) were comprised of more than one
family living together. Most of these (80%) consisted of three generations of parents, children
and grandchildren living together (ABS, 2006a).

•

In 2006-07 there were 7,000 families containing one or more foster children (ABS, 2008c).

•

The number of families with adopted children is not known. However, only a small number
of children are adopted in Australia each year (568 in 2006-07). Adoptions have decreased
considerably since the 1970s and are now largely made up of adoptions of children from
overseas (71% of adoptions in 2006-07) (AIHW, 2008).

Although small in total, these family types may have needs that are very different to those of
other families, which should be recognised in the design of programs and services.

Changing living arrangements
Family diversity is also the result of changes
across the lifespan. Snapshots of family
types can hide the fact that people’s living
arrangements are not fixed in time. Most
people pass through certain stages in their
lives such as living with parents, living alone,
living with a partner, living with a partner and
children, and so on. Other life circumstances,
such as a relationship breakdown, death
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of a family member, and repartnering, can
also alter living arrangements. Families
may require support across these stages,
and particularly at times of change.
One example of this is how children’s living
arrangements change when their parents’
relationship changes. The Household Income
and Labour Dynamics Australia (HILDA) Survey

indicates that most children live with both
their birth parents for all of their childhood
(de Vaus and Gray, 2003). For people born
between 1976 and 1983, almost three quarters
(71%) lived with both their birth parents
until age 18.
A substantial minority, however, experienced
some change in living circumstances.
Around 16% experienced two different living
arrangements in their childhood, and 13%
experienced three or more. Most commonly,
when parents separate, children spend some
time in a mother only family, and some later
go on to live in a step or blended family
with one of their parents.
Some studies have highlighted concern about
the effect family disruption has on children.
On the whole, children who have experienced
such transitions have poorer social and
emotional outcomes in childhood and later
life, compared with children who have not
experienced such transitions, although the
differences are not large. While for many
families, parental separation and remarriage
may benefit both parents and children
in the long term, programs and services
which help to minimise disruptions at
transition points are important.
Around half of older Australians (65 years
and over) live with their partner, a further
quarter live alone and the remainder live
in other arrangements (de Vaus, 2004).
Residential aged care is an option for some
aged Australians, however, this is much more
likely in later life, that is, for those aged 85
years and over (31%) than for those aged
65-74 years (1%) (AIHW, 2007).

Beyond household boundaries
Most of the data presented so far refers
to families who live together. A key aspect
of family diversity is the relationships
that extend beyond the household which
play an important role in family life.
One important example of this is the
relationship between immediate family who
do not live together full time, such as between
children and parents, and between brothers and
sisters, in cases where the parents’ relationship
has broken down and family members live
apart. Contact arrangements after separation
that allow for meaningful, supportive
relationships to continue are important for
the wellbeing of both children and parents.
In 2006-07 there were just over a million
children aged under 18 years (22% of all
children under 18 years) who had a parent
living at a different location. For a substantial
minority of these children, contact with their
non-resident parent is very limited. Around
4% saw their non-resident parent daily, while
39% saw their non-resident parent at least
once a fortnight or once a week (see Figure
2.5). However, 28% saw their non-resident
parent less than once a year or never.

Indigenous families
Another aspect of diversity that needs to be
recognised in providing support to families
is the way families vary according to social
and cultural background. Indigenous families,
in particular tend to have some distinctive
characteristics compared with non-Indigenous
Australian families.
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Figure 2.5
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Source: ABS Family Characteristics and Transitions, Australia, 2006-07 (4442.0), p.27.

The ways families are described, especially
in statistical collections, often do not capture
Indigenous families very well. Indigenous
families tend to be based on more inclusive
definitions of family than other Australian
families, and tend to be organised around
different cultural norms (such as relationships
across generations, rather than around
nuclear families, and notions of kinship within
language groups). Indigenous families often
have a greater involvement of grandparents
in supporting the household socially and
economically, and particularly in looking
after children.
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There also tends to be more interdependent
relationships across households for
Indigenous compared with non-Indigenous
people (including sharing of resources across
households), and greater movement of
individuals between these linked households,
especially children.
Despite limitations in statistical collections,
data that is available shows there are
substantial differences between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous families and households.

Households tend to be larger for Indigenous
people than non-Indigenous people. In 2006,
on average, Indigenous households³ contained
3.3 people per household, while non-Indigenous
households contained 2.5 people. Multi-family
households, while still relatively uncommon,
were also much more common for Indigenous
than non-Indigenous households (5% compared
with 1%).
One of the biggest differences between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous families
is in the proportion of families with dependent

Figure 2.6

children. In 2006, 67% of Indigenous
one-family households were families with
dependent children, compared with 47%
of non-Indigenous one-family households.
This reflects differences in age structure and
fertility. Indigenous people are generally
younger than non-Indigenous people and
have a higher fertility rate (see Chapter 3).
The proportion of one-parent families with
dependent children for Indigenous one-family
households is particularly high — 30%
compared with 10% for non-indigenous
one-family households (see Figure 2.6).

Indigenous and non-Indigenous households (a)
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Couple family with
dependants

One-parent family
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One-family household, by family types.
Proportion of all Indigenous one-family households; all non-Indigenous one-family households.

Source: ABS Population Characteristics, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians, 2006 (4713.0).

³ The ABS defines an Indigenous household as any household that had at least one person of any age as a resident at the time of the
Census who identified as having Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander origins.
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The more traditional Indigenous family
structures are more common in remote areas
than in urban areas of Australia. In 2006,
among Indigenous households, multi-family
households were most common in very remote
areas, where 23% were multi-family. This
compares with only 4% of Indigenous families
in major cities (see Figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7

In contrast, one-parent Indigenous families
with dependants become less common with
increasing geographical remoteness (see
Figure 2.7). In 2006 they comprised 21% of
Indigenous one-family households in very
remote areas and 32% in major cities.
These differences highlight the need to consider
the differing needs of Indigenous families in
urban, rural and remote areas when planning
Indigenous support services.
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Families with one or more members
born overseas
In 2006, 26% of people born in Australia had
at least one overseas-born parent and of these
44% had both parents born overseas. Families
with at least one parent born overseas had a
fairly similar profile to other Australian families,
although they include a slightly lower proportion
of one-parent families with dependent children
compared with other families (7% compared
with 11%) (ABS, 2008a).
Despite the overall similar profile, there is
considerable diversity among families with one
or more members born overseas depending
on the country of origin. Families where the
reference person was born in North Africa,
the Middle East, South East Asia or Southern
and Central Asia, for example, had the highest
proportions of couple families with dependent
children. In contrast, families where the
reference person was born in Europe had the
highest proportions of couple families without
children. This reflects the age structures of
different migrant populations. People born
in Europe are more likely to have come to
Australia in the 1950s and 1960s and be now
aged in their 50s, or older. Migrants from Asia,
Africa and the Middle East, in contrast, are
more likely to have come to Australia in the
1980s, 1990s and 2000s, and are more likely
to be younger and have young children.
Families where the reference person was
born in South East Asia or North East
Asia were more likely to live in multi-family
households than other families (5% of each
of these groups, compared with 3% of all
Australian families). Families with a reference
person born in Asia, Africa or the Middle East
were all more likely to have other related

individuals living with them, particularly
siblings or parents of the reference person
(4% to 7% of each of these groups, compared
with around 2% of all Australian families).
Differences in the profile of families with
parents born overseas may partly reflect
cultural traditions and values, but they may
also reflect some of the preferences and
needs of people living away from the support
they may have had in the countries they
left. For example, the higher rate of
multi-family households may reflect the
social and financial benefits of living with
others from the same country while trying
to become established in a new society.
These differences point to the need for
programs and services to recognise the
differing family profiles of different cultural
groups. Services also need to recognise the
diverse range of needs within this group,
for example isolation issues experienced by
refugee families or the aged care needs of
families with a member from a previous wave
of migration with low English language skills.

Conclusion
Many characteristics of Australian families have
stayed the same over time. Most Australians
still marry, and growing up with two biological
parents remains the norm for children in
Australia. However, there have been some
substantial changes, most notably due to
relationship breakdown and remarriage, people
having fewer children or none at all, and the
ageing of the population. These changes have
meant more people experiencing transitions in
their living arrangements, smaller household
size, and more people living alone.
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There is also significant diversity in the
experience of family for different groups, most
notably for Indigenous Australians, but also
for other groups such as older Australians
and families where a member was born
overseas. Diversity is likely to continue to
be a key feature of families into the future.
Although most children experience a stable
family environment, it is important to recognise
that some may experience more complicated
living arrangements than others. These include
the breakdown of their parents’ marriage, a lack
of contact with a non-resident parent, adjusting
to a new family if parents remarry, and spending
time in a one-parent family. For some children,
these events pose few problems. Other families
may require additional support from government
and other services to help them adjust to new
living arrangements.
Changing family structures have important
implications. Smaller families may mean
that people are less likely or less able to rely
on their families to provide care if they are
ill or have a disability. They may also have
implications for the planning of housing and
community infrastructure. As families continue
to diversify and their living arrangements
become more complex, government service
delivery systems may need to change to
meet the needs of all family types.
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3. Australia’s fer tility
Key points
Since the early-1960s, the fertility of Australia’s women has generally
declined, although rates may now have stabilised.
•

The total fertility rate decreased from 3.55 in 1961 to 1.73 in 2001, before
increasing to 1.93 babies per woman in 2007.

More families are delaying having children or not having children at all.
•

In 2003, 41% of all first births were to women aged over 30, compared with 28%

•

Around one-in-five women of child-bearing years can be expected not to have children.

in 1993.

The decision to have children is affected by a range of factors.
•

In 2004 the top-ranked factor for both men and women was whether they could afford
to support the child.

Fertility can affect the future labour supply and the capacity to care for older
people.
•

•

As the population ages, the difference between numbers of births and deaths will decrease.

The number of births, however, is projected to remain higher than the number of deaths until
the end of the century.

It is projected that by 2047 there will only be 2.4 people of working age supporting each
person aged 65 and over, down from 5 people in 2007.

Fertility patterns vary for different groups.
•
•

Women from areas of low socio-economic advantage have more children than women

from areas of high socio-economic advantage.

Teenage fertility in the last three years is the lowest it has ever been in Australia, but it is
still around the level of the OECD average, and some groups, particularly Indigenous
Australians, have higher rates of teenage pregnancy.
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fertility
In assessing the state of the family in Australia,
a key issue is the level of fertility; that is, the
number of children women have on average.
For society, fertility is important because
of its impact on population growth, and its
potential to affect workforce participation, and
its ability to care for and support an ageing
population. For families, fertility is important
because it fulfils the aspiration of many
families to have and raise their own children.
Australia’s fertility has generally fallen since
the 1970s, but it has increased in recent years.
Fertility rates are higher for certain groups of
women, including those from areas of greater
socio-economic disadvantage and Indigenous
women. It is important to consider how fertility
patterns vary across the population and
what impact this should have on approaches
to supporting families and children.
This chapter examines fertility trends in
Australia and the differences in fertility rates
among Australian women based on a range
of factors, such as cultural identity and
Indigenous status, socio-economic
backgrounds, education levels, age and
marital status. It also looks at the factors that
Australians consider before having children.

Fertility trends
Fertility in Australia has varied considerably
over the last century. In 1920 Australia’s
total fertility rate was very high in comparison
to current levels, at just over 3 babies per
woman. By 1934, around the time of the
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Great Depression, the fertility rate had fallen
to 2.1 babies per woman (see Figure 3.1).
During the late-1940s and early-1950s, fertility
increased substantially and by 1961, the total
fertility rate (TFR) in Australia was a new high
at around 3.5 babies per woman. This ‘baby
boom’ was to be short lived, with the fertility
rate dropping until in 1976 it fell below 2.1
babies per woman (the replacement fertility
rate). Over the next decade Australia’s fertility
rate was generally stable at around 1.9 babies
per woman, falling only slightly.
In 2001 the TFR in Australia hit a record low,
having fallen to 1.73 babies per woman. Since
then, the rate has increased to 1.93 babies in
2007. The rise in Australia’s fertility is largely
due to older women having delayed having
children when they were younger. Recent
research suggests that the long-term TFR may
have stabilised at around 1.75-1.90 babies
per woman (Lattimore and Pobke, 2008).

The total fertility rate (TFR) is the sum
of age-specific rates (live births at each
age of mother per female population of
that age). It represents the number of
children a female would bear during her
lifetime if she experienced current
age-specific fertility rates at each
age of her reproductive life.
Source: ABS Births, Australia 2006 (3301.0).

Figure 3.1
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Source: ABS Births Australia 2007 (3301.0).

Australia’s fertility rate compared with other countries
Low fertility rates (i.e. below replacement)
are common among developed countries.
According to United Nations projections
for the period 2005-10, the lowest
fertility for developed countries will be
in European countries such as Italy and
Germany (each 1.4); the Republic of
Figure 3.2

South Korea (1.2); Japan (1.3); and
Hong Kong (1.0) (see Figure 3.2).
Projected fertility rates for the United
States of America and New Zealand
(2.1 and 2.0 respectively) are higher
than for the United Kingdom (1.8);
China (1.7) and Canada (1.5).
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Uganda
East Timor
India
Indonesia
United States of America
New Zealand
France
United Kingdom
Australia
China
Canada
Italy
Germany
Singapore
Japan
(South) Korea, republic of
Hong Kong (SAR of China)
0
(a)

1

2

3
4
5
Babies per Woman (no.)

6

7

Projected world average TFR for 2005-10 is 2.6 babies per woman.

Source: ABS Births Australia 2006 (3301.0), p.22.
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A key factor in assessing the impact of
fertility on Australia’s future population is
the relationship between births and deaths.
Even though Australia’s fertility rate is lower
than in the past (at 1.93 babies per woman in
2007) there are enough women currently of
childbearing age to keep the total number
of births in comparison to deaths relatively
high. This is also due to the relatively smaller
proportion of people in older age groups.
As Australia’s population ages, the difference
between the number of births and deaths will
decrease (see Figure 3.3). Nevertheless based
on ABS projections, the number of births will
remain higher than the number of deaths until
the end of the century.

Figure 3.3

Changes to Australia’s age profile over time
may have implications for the future. Over the
next 25 years, the number of younger people
is expected to form a smaller proportion
of the total population and older people a
larger proportion. There is some concern as
to whether there will be a sufficient labour
supply to support an ageing population.
The Commonwealth Treasury, in the
Intergenerational Report 2007, notes that
‘in 2007 there are 5 people of working age
(15-64 years) to support every person aged
65 and over. By 2047, there will only be
2.4 people of working age supporting each
person aged 65 and over’ (Commonwealth
Treasury, 2007). On the other hand, recent
research notes that Australia has a high fertility
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level compared with many other developed
nations, and only small migrant intakes are
required to address labour supply issues with
an ageing population.
The relatively lower levels of fertility of
the last 30 years may also affect the country’s
ability to care for its ageing population. Smaller
family sizes mean fewer children to help care
for aged parents. Increasing childlessness
means that greater proportions of older people
will not have children to assist in their care.
This trend will likely see a demand for
increased government services, as well as an
increase in the number of working-age women
and men caring for older parents as well as
very young children, who may struggle to
balance their work and caring responsibilities.
There is also likely to be increasing demand
for flexible work arrangements, child and elder
care, and leave to balance work with family
responsibilities.
Figure 3.4

Total fertility rates for
groups of women
2005 (a)

Fertility rates among women of
different backgrounds
Although the overall level of fertility in Australia
has declined since the 1970s, fertility rates
differ among women of different backgrounds.
In particular, Indigenous women, women from
areas of low socio-economic advantage,
women with lower educational qualifications,
and some women living in Australia who were
born overseas, have higher fertility rates than
the general population.
For example, in 2007 Indigenous Australian
women had 2.4 babies per woman, compared
with the TFR for all women of 1.93 babies per
woman. Figure 3.4 shows women living in areas
of low socio-economic advantage, as measured
by the ABS Index of Relative Socio-Economic
Advantage/Disadvantage (see box) also tend
to have more children (2.05 babies per woman
in 2005) than women from higher levels of
socio-economic advantage (1.51 babies
per woman).
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Source: ABS Births Australia 2006 (3301.0); ABS Australian Social Trends 2007 (4102.0).
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The ABS has developed summary measures, or indexes, derived from the 2001 Census of
Population and Housing, to measure different aspects of socio-economic conditions by
geographic areas. One of these indexes – the Index of Relative Socio-Economic Advantage/
Disadvantage – is used in this chapter to discuss the relationship between fertility and
socio-economic conditions in different regions of Australia.
Statistical Local Areas (SLAs) within Australia were divided into quintiles (five groups, each
containing around 20% of the population) based on their Index of Relative Socio-Economic
Advantage/Disadvantage scores. The first quintile (SEIFA1) includes SLAs in Australia with the
lowest proportions of people with high incomes or in skilled occupations, the highest
proportions of people with low incomes, more employees in unskilled occupations, etc.
In this chapter, this group has been referred to as being of ‘least’ or ‘low’ socio-economic
advantage (or the least advantaged quintile).
Source: ABS 2001 Census of Population and Housing – SEIFA 2001 (2039.0).

Women who have lower levels of education
are also more likely to have more children
than those with tertiary qualifications (see
Figure 3.5). At the time of the 2006 Census,
women who could be said to have completed
their fertility (women aged 40-44 years) with
no educational qualifications had on average
2.5 children, those with a bachelor degree
2.0 children, and those with a higher degree
had 1.7 children. Differences in fertility rates
for different groups of women may reflect
a range of factors, including differences in
opportunities and aspirations, the impact of
education in delaying commencing a family,
and the opportunity costs of child bearing
for more highly educated women on higher
incomes. Lower rates of fertility for these
groups, however, could also suggest that they
continue to face constraints in deciding to
have children, for example, through a lack
of flexibility in their workplaces.
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Women aged 40-44 years can be
considered to be nearing the end
of their reproductive years of life.
Therefore, the average number of
children ever born to these women
can be regarded as a measure of
completed fertility. Although the
number of births to women aged 40
years and over has increased since
the mid-1980s, they account for only
a small proportion of all births (around
3.6% in 2007).

Figure 3.5
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Australia’s parents
Australia’s fertility has been influenced by
a change in the profile of Australia’s parents
and, in particular, an increase in the age of
mothers and fathers associated with partnering
later.
Australian women are having their children
much later than was previously the case (see
Figure 3.6). In 2007, the median age of mothers
for all births was 30.7 years (compared with
27.7 years in 1987). The median age of all
fathers at the time of their child’s birth in 2007
was 33.1 years (compared with 30.4 years in
1986), continuing an upward trend over the last
two decades.
Consistent with this overall trend, fertility
rates have fallen for women in their early to
late-twenties and increased for women aged
30 and over. In 2006, there were 120 births per

1,000 women aged 30-34 years, up from 73
per 1,000 women for this age group in 1976.
Women over the age of 30 who are giving birth
are increasingly likely to be first-time mothers
– 41% of all first births in 2003 were to women
in this age group, compared with 28% in 1993
(Gray et al., 2008). Fertility of women aged
40-44 years in 2007 was the highest since
1971, although this rate still remains very low.
At the other end of the age spectrum, the
proportion of teenagers having babies has
declined substantially. Between 1977 and
2007 the number of babies born to women
aged under 20 years fell from 32 to 16 births
per 1,000 women. Despite falling teenage
birth rates, Australia’s teenage fertility rate is
around the OECD average, with a higher rate
than France and Spain (at around 10 births per
1000 women aged 15-19) and a lower rate than
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Figure 3.6

Age-speciﬁc fertility rates
1927 to 2007
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countries such as New Zealand and the United
States (at around 30 and 45 births per 1000
women respectively).
Coinciding with the changing age profile of
Australian parents, the number of couples
using assisted reproduction technologies
to help them have a baby has increased.
Figure 3.7

In 2005 across Australia and New Zealand,
8,166 babies were born using assisted
reproduction technologies – an increase of
36% since 2000.¹ These births represented
just over 3% of all births (up from 2% in
2000). Assisted pregnancies are much more
common among women in their thirties than
in any other age group (see Figure 3.7).
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Source: Wang, Y.A., Dean, J and Sullivan, E.A. (2007), Assisted reproduction technology in Australian and New Zealand 2005, Australian Institute

of Health and Welfare National Perinatal Statistics Unit; and Dean, J. and Sullivan, E. (2003), Assisted Conception, Australia and New Zealand,
2000 and 2001, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare National Perinatal Statistics Unit.

¹ While information concerning assisted conception are for Australia and New Zealand combined, the vast bulk of treatments are of
Australian women.
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Despite the overall trend to older mothers,
some groups of women are more likely to have
children at younger ages. As shown in Figure
3.8, the fertility rate among Indigenous women
aged 20-24 years (143 babies per 1,000) was
two and a half times the fertility rate of all
women in this age group (56 babies per 1,000).
In 2007, the fertility rate among Indigenous
teenagers (70 babies per 1,000) was more than
four times the fertility rate for all teenagers
(16 babies per 1,000).
Younger women (under 30 years) from areas
of the least socio-economic advantage also
have significantly more children than younger
women living in the most advantaged areas.
Women aged under 30 years contributed 62%
of all births in the least advantaged quintile,
while women under 30 years contributed
just 25% of all births in the most advantaged
quintile (see Figure 3.9). Teenage women from
areas of least advantage were around seven

Births per 1,000 women

Figure 3.8

times more likely to have a baby than teenage
women living in the most advantaged quintile
(29 babies compared with 4 babies per 1,000
women aged 15-19 years).
Studies have shown that teenage mothers,
particularly Indigenous mothers, are more
likely to experience poor pregnancy outcomes,
including low birth weight of babies. An early
pregnancy can also limit the capacity of the
mother to participate in schooling, which in turn
can impact negatively on outcomes in later
life of the child and mother. Providing support
to disadvantaged women in these groups can
play an important part in reducing rates of
teenage pregnancy and improving outcomes for
children.

Size of Australian families
Reflecting overall fertility trends, there has been
a marked trend towards smaller family sizes in
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Figure 3.9

Age-speciﬁc fertility rates for the least and most advantaged areas
2005
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Source: ABS Australian Social Trends 2007 (4102.0).

Australia. In 2006 there were higher proportions
of women in their early-40s with none, one or
two children than in 1981, and lower proportions
of women with three or more children (Figure
3.10). The rate of childlessness in Australia has
also increased, with the proportion of women
aged 40-44 years with no children increasing
from 9% in 1981 to 16% in 2006. As shown in
Figure 3.10, this rate is higher than for women
aged 40-44 years having one child. In 2006
just over 13% of all women aged 40-44 had
only one child (up from 7.6% in 1981), while
around 16% had no children.
There is likely to be a number of reasons
why parents are having smaller families,
including increasing participation of women
in higher education and employment, changing
attitudes to family size, lifestyle choices, greater
access to contraceptive measures and abortion
and other complex factors.
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There is evidence, though, that some families
would like to have more children than they
currently do. A survey by the Australian
Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) suggests
that the most preferred family size in Australia
was the two-child family, but that three children
and then four or more were also popular
(Gray et al., 2008). Although the number of
women having only one child or no children
is increasing, more Australians would prefer
to have four or more children than to have no
children or only one child.
The AIFS survey also found that for women
who had not had children, the preference of
having no children or only one child became
progressively more popular as they got older.
Reasons for remaining childless included
being single or having a partner who already
had children, having postponed having a child
and now feeling too old to cope with raising

children. Prominent among these factors were
consideration as to whether they could afford
to support the child, and whether their partner
would make a good parent (see Table 3.1).

children, or infertility problems experienced
by themselves or their partner.

Factors Australians consider before
having children

In general, these factors indicate a strong
emphasis on economic security in the decision
to have a child. The perception of parenting
skills, age of parents and the quality of family
relationships are also important factors.

Australia’s fertility is likely to reflect a broad
range of factors. Twenty years ago, marrying
and having children early was the accepted
social norm in Australia. Today, women are
more in control of their fertility and there is
less of an expectation that they will marry and
have children at a young age. But with greater
choice around whether and when to have
children, there are also new constraints on
prospective parents. Working arrangements,
cost of living pressures, and changing values
and attitudes towards having children can all
have an impact.

Conclusion
In the past, the majority of Australians married
in their twenties and generally commenced
having children soon after. Over time, as
society has changed, so too have expectations
and aspirations around having children.
Australians are now more likely to live together
before marriage and are increasingly
starting their family before they are married.
Couples are choosing to have fewer children
later in their partnership, with many women

The AIFS survey identified a number of
factors considered by both men and women
when making decisions about having
Figure 3.10

Trend is for smaller family sizes (a)
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Based on total number of children ever born to women aged 40-44 years.
Proportion of all women aged 40-44 years.

Source: ABS Births Australia 2006 (3301.0).
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Table 3.1

Factors considered important in having children
2004

Factors considered

Ranking
Men

Women

Men

Women

Can afford to support child

1

1

65

67

Female partner makes a good parent

1

3

65

58

Male partner makes a good parent

3

2

63

60

Having someone to love

4

7

57

46

Male partner’s job security

5

4

53

57

Female partner’s age

6

5

49

56

Uncertain that relationship will last

7

6

47

47

Add purpose/meaning of life

8

11

45

39

Male partner’s age

9

9

42

42

Male partner established in job/career

10

13

41

37

Finding good affordable child care

11

7

40

46

(a)

Per cent (a)

Respondents may report more than one factor.

Source: Gray, M., Qu, L. and Weston, R (2008) Fertility and family policy in Australia, AIFS Research Paper No.41, p. 23.

delaying having children until they are in their
30s. These changes have contributed to the
decrease in the total fertility rate from the high
of 3.5 babies per woman in the 1960s to
a long-term prospect of fertility of around
1.75–1.90 babies per woman.
There have been concerns raised about
Australia’s fertility rates in the context of our
ability to sustain Australia’s population and
ensure a future labour supply. These concerns
are somewhat offest by recent increases in
Australia’s long-term TFR. Nevertheless, small
family sizes and an ageing population are likely
to place some pressure on government services
and on families balancing caring responsibilities
with other commitments.
There is also evidence some families feel
constrained from having the number of
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children they would ideally like to, perhaps
because of concerns about economic
security or how they can combine work with
a family. Supporting families and reducing
barriers to having children is an important
part of an overall policy response to changes
in the age profile of the population. Such
policies can also enhance the wellbeing of
parents who would like to increase their
family size.
Although fertility is generally lower than in
the past, fertility rates are not consistent
across all groups of women. For some groups,
particularly for those from disadvantaged
backgrounds, pregnancy rates are higher
than the average including among teenagers.
Programs that target women in ‘at risk’ groups
may help to achieve sustained improvements
in pregnancy and birth outcomes.

Australia’s

chapter four

4. Australia’s carers
Key points

Caring is a major task of families that plays a valuable role in Australian
society.
•

In 2003 there were around 2.6 million carers who provided assistance to those who

needed help because of disability or age-related impairments. About a fifth of these

were primary carers; that is, providing the majority of the informal help needed by a
•

•

person with a disability.

Most care occurs within families — 42% of primary carers were caring for their partner,

26% for their child (with disability or illness), 23% for their parents, and 9% for other
people.

The contribution of carers is estimated to be valued at around $30.5 billion per annum.

People’s caring responsibilities vary over the course of a lifetime and
generally increase with age.
•

•
•

People aged 35-39 years experience some of the most intense caring responsibilities
as they care for children as well as for other people who are frail aged or are living

with disability.

Almost a quarter of all 55-64 year olds are carers.

Nearly three-quarters (71%) of primary carers are women.

Caring has a substantial impact on carers’ lives.
•

Primary carers are less likely to be working (or if they are, only part time), have lower

incomes and high expenses due to the nature of the caring role, and are more likely to
suffer depression.

•

Of primary carers, 55% spend 20 or more hours a week actively caring and 37% spend
40 or more hours.

•

Caring is often a long-term commitment – over a quarter of carers have provided care
for a person with disability or frail aged for between 10 and 24 years. A further quarter
of carers have provided care for between five and nine years.

The demand for care is likely to increase in the future as Australia’s
population ages.
•

The proportion of Australians aged 65 years and over is expected to almost double by
2051, to 26 per cent of the population (or more than 7 million people).
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Caring is one of the core activities of families,
with most Australians likely to undertake caring
responsibilities at some time during their lives.
The type and extent of care provided tends to
vary across a person’s life time and is different
across family types. Care is provided in both
formal and informal settings – formally by
people employed in the child care, health,
aged care or community services; and
informally by relatives or friends. The
contribution of carers is of great benefit
to those being cared for, as well as to
the Australian community more broadly,
in both social and economic terms.
Family members manage their caring role
alongside many other responsibilities. The
reality for many Australians is that a significant
amount of their lives is spent shouldering heavy
caring responsibilities, sometimes at great
personal cost. The impacts of caring on carers
and their families cannot be underestimated.
Caring can have a significant effect on the
financial, emotional and physical wellbeing
of carers and their families.
Combined, Australia’s low fertility and ageing
population have major implications for future
caring in Australia. For families themselves,
there will be increased pressure to provide
further informal care to the frail aged and
family members with disability. More broadly,
there will be increasing pressure to provide
additional aged care and services for frail
aged Australians and those with disability.
This chapter discusses the nature of caring
in Australian families. It highlights the basic
types of care, the motivations to care, and
the relationship between carers and people
receiving care. It also discusses the impacts
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of caring on carers, including on work and
finances, time, health, and wellbeing.

Type of care
Caring responsibilities can vary considerably.
The types of care likely to be provided by
families include care for dependent children
by parents, and care for the frail aged or
people with disability, whether family or friends.
The most common type of care is the care
provided by parents for dependent children
(29% of adults aged 20 years and over) and
care for infirm spouses, or spouses with
disability by their partners (8% of adults aged
20 years and over) (AMP.NATSEM, 2006).

Care for children
Caring for one’s own children is the most
common first experience of caring. While most
care is provided by parents for dependent
children, other responsibilities mean that,
at times, this care is provided informally by
other family members or friends, or formally
by paid child care workers. The use of child
care (separate to that provided by parents) to
balance work and family is discussed in more
detail in Chapter 7. This chapter focuses on
the provision of care for family members
with disability or the frail aged, rather than
dependent children generally.

Aged care
Throughout the life course, many Australians
will at some stage care for frail aged parents
and/or partners. In 2006, over 2.7 million
people (13.3%) were aged 65 years and over,
of which 330,000 people (1.6%) were aged 85
years and over. As Australia’s population ages,

the proportion of people aged 65 years and
over is projected, by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics (ABS), to almost double to 26%
of the population in 2051 (or more than
7 million people). The number of Australians
aged 85 years and over in 2051 is expected
to increase to more than 5% of the population
(or over 1.6 million people).
Many older Australians require special care or
assistance. Of people aged 60 years and over
in 2003 – the latest period for which detailed
official statistics are available – 41% reported
needing assistance because of disability, or
due to their frail age, to help them manage
health conditions or cope with everyday
activities. People aged 85 years and over
reported a much higher need for assistance
than those aged 60-69 years (84% compared
with 26%). The ageing of Australia’s population
will increase the number of Australians who
require special care and assistance.

People with disability
Caring for people with disability also affects
many Australian families. Caring for a family
member with disability is not an activity that
people necessarily expect or plan for. While
caring for people with disability is highly
valued by those receiving care, it can be a
particularly significant and challenging activity
that has impacts for carers and their families.
In 2003 one-in-five people in Australia – almost
four million – had a reported disability, as
defined by the ABS (see box). Of the 3.8
million people living at home with disability,
61% reported needing some form of assistance
to help them manage their health conditions
or cope with the activities of everyday life.

The ABS defines disability as any
limitation, restriction or impairment,
which has lasted, or is likely to last
for at least six months and restricts
everyday activities. Examples range
from hearing loss which requires the use
of a hearing aid, to difficulty dressing
due to arthritis, to advanced dementia
requiring constant help and supervision.
Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and
Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).

Carers
The impact of caring responsibilities on
families is widespread. In 2003 there were
around 2.6 million carers who provided
assistance to those who needed help
because of disability or old age. About a
fifth of these (19%) were primary carers;
that is, people who provided the majority of
the informal help needed by a person with
disability. Most primary carers (78%) cared
for a person living in the same household.
Women are more likely than men to be
carers. Just over half (54%) of all carers
were women. Primary carers are even more
likely than other carers to be women (71%),
although the difference between the sexes
was less pronounced for those primary
carers aged 65 years and over (58%
female). The 45-54 year old age group
contained the largest number of primary
carers for both men and women (32,200
and 83,400 respectively) (see Figure 4.1).
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Levels of care
The ABS defines a carer as a person of any age who provides any informal assistance, in
terms of help or supervision, to persons with disabilities or long-term conditions, or older
persons (i.e. aged 60 years and over). This assistance has to be ongoing, or likely to be
ongoing, for at least six months. Assistance to a person in a different household relates to
‘everyday types of activities’. Where the person receiving care lives in the same household
as the carer, the assistance is for one or more of the following activities: cognition or emotion;
communication; health care; housework; meal preparation; mobility; paperwork; property
maintenance; self care; and transport.
A primary carer is a person aged 15 years and over who provides the most informal assistance,
in terms of help or supervision, to a person with one or more disabilities. The assistance is
provided for one or more of the core activities (communication, mobility and self care).
Chapter Four

Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).

Figure 4.1
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Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).

36

CHAPTER FOUR
Australia’s carers

55-64

65-74

75 and
over

Generally, caring responsibilities increase with age. In 2003 the proportion of people living
in households that were identified as carers increased from 9% of 18-24 year olds to 22%
of 55-64 year olds (see Figure 4.2).
Figure 4.2

Caring responsibilities increase with age
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All carers

Proportion of persons living in households that are carers.

Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).

Caring responsibilities vary across a person’s life cycle.
The general pattern of caring usually starts with care for a child as part of parenting
responsibilities. However, Carers Australia suggests that in 2003 around 100,000 children
aged under 15 years were carers, either caring for their parents or other family members
(2008b). Depending on the disability or illness, caring can be time-limited or a life-long
responsibility. Generally, people start caring for elderly parents or relatives as they reach their
midlife, while many elderly people also provide care for their infirm partners.
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Most care for people with disability or the frail
aged occurs within families. In 2003, 42% of
primary carers were mainly caring for their
partner, 26% for their child (with disability
or illness as opposed to normal parenting
responsibilities), 23% for their parents and
9% mainly caring for other people.
While caring varies over the course of a life
time, research shows that there are some ages

Chapter Four

Figure 4.3

where caring is more concentrated than others.
Analysis of the results of the 2003 ABS survey
data shows that some of the most intense
caring responsibilities occur when people
are in the age group 35-44 years. There are
around 720,000 Australians who have dual
responsibilities for caring for younger children
and for another person who is disabled or frail
aged. Around 40% of these are 33-44 years of
age (AMP. NATSEM, 2006).

Relationship of primary carer to person receiving care
2003
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Relationship of carer
Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).

The relationship between a primary carer
and the person receiving care is closely
associated with age. Figure 4.3 shows that
most older carers were spouses or partners
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of the person receiving care. For primary
carers aged under 65 years, a high proportion
were parents or children of the people receiving
care.

Indigenous Carers
There is very little information available about the number of Indigenous carers in Australia.
However, Carers Australia estimates there are around 43,000 Indigenous carers.
Research by Carers Australia suggests that due to the nature of caring in Indigenous
communities, caring for a person with disability, chronic condition, mental illness or who is aged
is often a community responsibility. Primary carers are more likely to be women and are less
likely to identify themselves as carers because caring is ‘just what they do’. An individual carer
in an Indigenous community is also likely to be caring for several people across generations.
Source: Carers Australia, Discussion Paper on Indigenous Carers and Communities, December 2007.

Motivations for caring
For most carers, their major motivation for
caring relates to family. Table 4.1 lists the
reasons for taking on caring roles by primary
carers. The most common reason given by
primary carers for caring for people who are
Table 4.1

(a)
(b)

frail aged or who have disability was due to
‘family responsibility’. Other reasons also likely
to be connected to being part of a family include
‘emotional obligations’ and that the carer felt
they ‘had no other choice’.

What motivates primary carers?
2003

Reason (a)

Per cent (b)

Family responsibility

58.4

Could provide better care

39.1

Emotional obligation

34.5

No other family or friends available

23.5

Had no other choice

18.4

Alternative care too costly

17.1

No other family or friends willing

15.1

No other care arrangements available

11.9

More than one reason could be reported and components do not add to 100%.
Proportion of persons living in households that are carers.

Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).
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Of all primary carers, just over 39% indicated
that the reason they were taking on the role
was because they felt they could provide
better care for the person needing care.
Conversely, there were many carers that
indicated they were undertaking caring
responsibilities because there was no one
else available/willing to provide the care,
or because alternative care was too costly.

The role of carers can be challenging and
demanding. Caring for family or friends who
have disability or are frail aged can have
significant impacts for carers, particularly
financially, emotionally and physically. These
impacts vary depending on the relationship
between carer and the person requiring care,
the circumstances of the care arrangement,
as well as the availability of support services.
In 2003 around 78% of primary carers lived in
the same households with the main recipient
of care. For these people, the impact of
caring can take a great personal toll.
Figure 4.4

Caring for someone else can extract a high
price financially, by restricting job opportunities
and reducing income. Carers of working age
are less likely than non-carers to be in the
labour force, largely due to the time demands
of caring, particularly for those caring for
someone who is severely restricted in the
activities of daily living.
The 2003 survey conducted by the ABS
showed fewer carers are employed compared
with those who do not have a caring role
– 53% of all carers were employed compared
with 64% of non-carers. The difference is
much greater for primary carers. In 2003,
only 38% of primary carers aged 15 and over
were employed (see Figure 4.4). In addition,
around a quarter of employed primary carers
(23%) had reduced their standard working
hours after taking on caring responsibilities;
others took time off paid work on a more
ad hoc basis (Abhayaratna et al, 2008).
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Not a carer

Part-time work is a way in which carers,
particularly primary carers, are able to maintain
their attachment to the labour force. In 2003,
of those primary carers employed, 54% were
employed part time, compared with 38%
of all carers employed. In contrast, 29% of
employed non-carers were employed part time.
Some carers would like to increase their level
of labour force participation. Of all primary
carers aged 15-64 years who were not in the
labour force, 36% reported that they would like
paid work while continuing in their caring role;
most of these wanted part-time work (80%).
Reflecting their lower levels of employment, on
average, carers earn less and have lower living

Figure 4.5

standards than non-carers. Analysis of
the results of the 2003 ABS survey shows
a third of primary carers are in households
whose equivalised income¹ places them in
the poorest one-fifth of households nationally
(or in the lowest quintile) (AMP.NATSEM,
2006). Only a tenth of primary carer
households have incomes that put them
in the highest income quintile (top 20%).
While the effect is not as pronounced
for all carers, more than a quarter of
carer-households have incomes that fall
into the lowest quintile, compared with
less than a fifth of non-carer households.
Conversely, non-carer households are more
likely to have incomes nearer the high end
of the income distribution (see Figure 4.5).

Carers typically live in lower income households (a)
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Source: AMP.NATSEM The cost of caring in Australia Today 2002 to 2005.

¹ ‘Equivalised household income’ is described in the box Measures of household income and wealth, in Chapter 5.
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Figure 4.6

either leave work or reduce the hours they
work. These costs can be substantial.

Time spent caring
As well as a direct economic impact, caring
imposes a substantial burden on carers in
terms of time. Caring responsibilities can
occur over a number of years and often for
many hours a day. These high demands are
reflected in the amount of time spent caring,
with 55% of primary carers spending 20 or
more hours a week actively caring, and 37%
spending 40 or more hours (see Figure 4.6).
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Consistent with their lower level of income,
compared to families from the general
population, a higher proportion of families
with carers suffer from greater financial
hardship (Edwards et al, 2008). The costs
associated with caring include both direct
and indirect financial costs. Direct costs are
the additional expenses incurred to meet the
special needs of the person being cared for
and additional costs that are associated with
caring. These include the purchase of special
equipment, health services, and respite and
other support services. Indirect costs include
the earnings that are foregone as carers
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Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0).
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40 or more

Primary carers have particularly high demands
on their time. Of those providing primary care
to someone aged 15 or over, almost 20% felt
unable to leave the care recipient alone for
even a few hours without difficultly. Some 6%
of primary carers felt that the care recipient
could not be left alone for even an hour.
Figure 4.7

For most carers, caring is a long-term
commitment. Almost a third of all carers have
provided care for a person with disability or frail
aged person for ten or more years. A further
quarter of carers have provided care for five to
nine years (see Figure 4.7).

Caring is often a long-term commitment
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Source: ABS Disability, Ageing and Carers, Australia 2003 (4430.0)

Health and wellbeing
In addition to financial and time costs, carers
may also experience other impacts due to their
caring role. A range of research suggests that
the physical, mental and emotional health and
wellbeing of most carers is poorer because
of their caring responsibilities. This can be
exacerbated when caring over long periods
of time. A recent survey undertaken by Deakin
University found that carers have the lowest
wellbeing index score for any large group in
Australia, with wellbeing decreasing as

the number of hours spent caring increases
(Cummins and Hughes, 2007).
A report by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies (AIFS) shows carers and their families
experience higher rates of mental health
problems than the general public (Edwards et
al, 2008). The study found, for example, clinical
levels of depression were experienced by
19% of female carers and 13% of male carers,
compared with 11% of women and 8% of men
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in the general population. Fifty one per cent of
female carers and around 31% of male carers
also reported that they had been depressed for
six months or more since they started caring.

Chapter Four

The strain and challenges faced by carers
can also impact on the wellbeing of other
family members – 27% of partners, 12%
of parents and 11% of children of carers
had experienced a depressive episode of
six months or more since caring began.
The report’s findings need to be seen in
context. For many carers, their caring
responsibilities are motivated by a strong
sense of family commitment. At the same
time, they highlight the importance of
ensuring that carers are effectively supported.

The value of caring to the community
The contribution of carers to the Australian
community, in both social and economic terms,
is significant. The informal caring undertaken
by Australia’s 2.6 million carers helps to provide
support and maintain independence for those
people needing care, and helps to prevent early
or inappropriate entry into institutional care.
The annual value of informal care provided
in Australia has been estimated to be 1.2
billion hours of care per annum. If replaced by
paid providers in a formal context, this would
equate to $30.5 billion per annum (Access
Economics, 2005).
Of course, the benefits provided by carers to
their families goes beyond the value of their
work to the economy. These figures, though,
emphasise the importance of the contribution
that carers make to their families and to
Australian society.
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Conclusion
Caring for the frail aged and relatives with
disability is a major function of Australian
families and plays a valuable role in Australian
society. Caring responsibilities vary over the
course of a life time and generally increase with
age. Caring, however, can be a demanding role
at any age, and can have a significant impact
on carers’ lives whether financially, emotionally
or physically.
The ageing of Australia’s population will
significantly increase demand for caring
which will have substantial flow-on impacts
both for families and for the provision of
government services. Carers within families,
most of whom are women, are likely to face
increased pressure, as they manage their
caring, work and other family commitments.
There is likely to be an increasing need for
this group to access family-friendly work
arrangements and leave provisions to enable
them to care for older people or people
with disability as well as for children.
At the same time, there is likely to be increased
demand by carers for support services, both
in terms of respite care and services targeting
their own physical and emotional wellbeing.
In conjunction with the ageing population,
increasing demand for caring services will
impact on government policy and program
design. How the community and governments
respond to these challenges will have a
significant impact on the wellbeing of carers
and how effectively they can perform their roles.

5. Family economic wellbeing
Key points

Australian families have seen improvements in their financial circumstances
in recent years....
•

After adjusting for price increases, household income has increased by 34% in real
terms between 1994-95 and 2005-06.

•

Low, medium and high income households have all experienced increases in real
incomes.

....yet income and wealth are not equally distributed in Australia.
•

•

In 2005-06, after adjustment for household size and composition, high income

households¹ received 39% of total disposable income, in contrast to low

income households² who received just 11%.

In 2005-06 the highest wealth households held 61% of all household wealth,
while lowest wealth households had just 1% of all wealth.

Despite general improvements in economic wellbeing, some areas pose
challenges....
•

Household debt has risen faster than household income. The ratio of housing

debt to disposable income has increased from 80% in 2001 to almost 140% in 2007.
•

Overall food prices have increased at an average annual rate of 3.8% since 1998 and
automotive fuel at a rate of 8.1%, both above the 3.1% average annual increase in the
All Groups Consumer Price Index over the last 10 years.

...and some family types are worse off financially than others.
•

In 2005-06 one-parent family households with dependent children were

•

In 2007, 14% of all families with children under 15 were jobless.

•

In 2006 almost half of all Indigenous households (45%) were in low income households.

overrepresented among low income and the lowest wealth households.

¹ The 20% of the population in the highest income quintile.
² The 20% of the population in the 2nd and 3rd income deciles.
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nomic wellbein
Having sufficient economic resources
to meet needs is crucial to the wellbeing of
families. Families with low levels of financial
resources are more likely to experience
hardships, have limited opportunities to
participate in society and are more vulnerable
to adverse life events such as illness, loss
of a job and relationship breakdown.

Chapter Five

While the level of financial resources that a
family has is important in determining material
living standards and the ability to participate
fully in society, how the income of a family
compares with that of other families—that is,
the relative position of the family—also
impacts upon family wellbeing.
The levels of income and assets of Australian
families are higher than in the past, and higher
than in many other countries. After adjusting
for inflation, average equivalised disposable
household income³ increased by 34% between
1994–95 and 2005–06. This was in part due
to the increased participation of women in
the labour force and subsequent increase
in the number of dual earner families.
Many families, however, do face financial
challenges or even considerable financial
difficulties. Some items, such as housing,
have become less affordable. As well, the
benefits of higher incomes have not been
felt equally across all families. Due to their
circumstances, there are some families
that may experience greater hardships than
others, such as those whose members
are not working, some one-parent families
and Indigenous families, families at certain
‘pressure points’ of the life cycle (such as some
families with very young children) and those
facing multiple sources of disadvantage.
³

See box Measures of household income and wealth.
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This chapter presents data on income
and wealth in Australian households. In
general, the household is used as a proxy
for the family, with analysis presented
by family type within the household
where possible. Most households
are made up of one or more families
living together (72% in 2006) with the
remainder being lone-person households
(24%) and group households (4%).

This chapter examines the levels and
distribution of income and wealth among
Australian families. It then looks at affordability
of major household items, debt levels and
financial stress. Finally, the chapter focuses
on certain family types that are particularly
financially vulnerable.

Income and wealth
The income and wealth (net assets) of a family
are crucial in determining a family’s economic
wellbeing. Income is derived from a variety
of sources, including employment, business,
investments, and government pensions and
allowances. Household wealth (net assets),
on the other hand, represents the total value
of assets (such as owner-occupied housing,
superannuation and financial equities) less
debts (such as mortgages and credit card debt)
— this is sometimes referred to as net
wealth. Assets can provide a flow of income
(e.g. interest on bank accounts or dividends on
shares) or a flow of services (e.g. housing
services).⁴ For most families, the major
source of wealth is the family home.

ng
Measures of household income and wealth
It is difficult to assess the economic wellbeing of families based on household income alone.
Some of the analysis in this chapter is presented according to equivalised household income,
which is income adjusted for differences in the household size and composition of individual
households. Equivalised household income provides a more useful indicator of economic
wellbeing as it enables more meaningful comparisons between different households to be
made.
To gain a sense of family economic wellbeing at different points of the equivalised disposable
household income distribution, data is presented for high, middle and low income households.
These three groups do not cover all households, but provide a snapshot of households at the
top, bottom and in the middle of the income distribution.
High income households are those in the top quintile (20%) when all people are ranked
according to their equivalised household income from lowest to highest. Middle income
households are those in the middle quintile and low income households are those that are in
the second and third deciles of the income distribution – that is, the second and third deciles
(10%) when all people are ranked according to their equivalised household income from lowest
to highest.⁵
Wealth is examined in this chapter using net worth, which is the difference between the value of
the household’s assets and liabilities.
Highest wealth households represent the top quintile (20%) of the household wealth distribution
– households with a net worth above $748,700 in 2005-06. Middle wealth households represent
the middle quintile – households with a net worth between $254,400 and $434,000 in 2005-06.
Lowest wealth households are those in the lowest quintile – households with a net worth of
$70,500 or below in 2005-06.
Source: ABS Household Income and Income distribution, Australia, 2005–06 (6523.0).

⁴

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) conducted the Survey of Income and Housing during the 12-months ending
June 2006. The survey collected information about the income, assets, liabilities and characteristics of people aged
15 and over in households throughout Australia.

⁵

Some households in the lowest decile report extremely low or negative income, particularly if they incur losses in their
unincorporated businesses or have negative returns from other investments. In general, those households can draw on
economic resources other than income to maintain their standard of living. The lowest income decile is, therefore,
excluded from the group used to assess ‘low income’ households in this chapter.
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Distribution of income and wealth
For example, in 2005-06:

Figure 5.1 provides a picture of how gross
(before tax) household income is currently
spread across all households in Australia.
In 2005-06 the average gross annual household
income in Australia was around $68,000 (or
$1,300 per week). Figure 5.1 shows, however,
substantial variation in gross household income
for Australian households around this average.
Figure 5.1

•

a quarter of all households had a gross
annual household income under $26,000
(under $500 per week);

•

half had a gross annual income under
$52,000 (under $1,000 per week); and

•

a quarter had a gross annual income of
$83,000 or more ($1,600 or more per
week).

A similar picture emerges when the distribution
of equivalised disposable household income⁶
is examined, which is gross income adjusted
for differences in household composition and
size. In 2005-06 high income households
received 39% of total equivalised disposable
household income. In contrast, low income

Gross unequivalised household weekly income (a)(b)
2005-06

12
10
8

% (c)

6
4
2

(a)
(b)
(c)

⁶

See box Measures of household income and wealth.
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Chapter Five

There have been very substantial increases in
the income of Australian households over the
last decade. Between 1994-95 and 2005-06,
average equivalised disposable household
incomes increased by 34% — after adjusting
for inflation. Real increases in income have
been experienced by all income groups.
However, neither income nor wealth is
shared equally across the population.

households received 11% of total equivalised
household income.
Household wealth is less equally distributed
than is income (see Figure 5.2). In 2005-06 the
highest wealth households (those whose net
worth was more than $748,700) held 61% of
all household wealth in Australia, while lowest
wealth households (whose net worth was below
$70,500) had just 1% of all the wealth
in Australia.

Changes in economic resources
across the life cycle

Of course, not all families follow these typical
patterns. Some are affected by unemployment,
illness and disability, or family breakdown.
Families can face financial pressure if adults
must reduce their work participation to take care
of parents or other relatives who have become
chronically ill or disabled. Other families do not
increase their wealth and income levels very
much throughout their lives because of the
jobs they have, a lack of employment or other
financial or lifestyle factors. Still others benefit
from wealth (such as inheritance) early in life.

There are certain stages in a family’s life cycle
when income is lower or expenditure is greater
than at other times, such as when adults are
starting out in their careers, when the family
has just bought a house, or when children are
very young. At other times, such as in old age
when a mortgage has been paid off, families
may use less income.
Household net worth
2005-06
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Figure 5.2

Generally, income rises steadily for people in
their 20s as they progress in their jobs, and
then levels out in their late-20s and early-30s
as many families reduce their workforce
participation to have and look after young
children. Income rises more rapidly again
for people in their 40s and 50s before
declining in retirement. Wealth follows a
different pattern, gradually accumulating
as people age and then declining as it is
used in retirement (see Figure 5.3).

Net worth ($’000)
(a)

Proportion of all households.

Source: ABS 2005-06 Survey of Income and Housing, unpublished data.
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Income and wealth by family type

A major social and economic change has
been the increased participation of women

The importance of paid employment can
be illustrated by examining how the main
source of income for families varies between
households of different income levels.
In 2005-06, 27% of low income households
had wages and salaries as their main source
of income, compared with 78% of middle
income households. Not surprisingly, low
income households were more likely to have
government pensions and allowances as their

Household weekly income and net worth by age group (a)
2005-06
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(particularly mothers) in the labour force and
subsequent increase in the number of dual
earner families (see Chapter 7). This has
resulted in an increase in the amount of family
income derived from paid employment since
the 1980s.

55–64

65 and
over

0

By age group (using age of reference person).
Average gross weekly income.

Source: ABS Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia, 2005-06, (6523.0).
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Net worth ($)

Figure 5.3

Income ($) (b)

Chapter Five

The major source of income for most
households with members of working age is
paid employment. Being in paid employment
(in most jobs) results in the accumulation of
superannuation that can be used to provide
income in retirement. While not all families
require income from labour market earnings
(if, for example, they have significant net assets,
significant income from some other source such
as family, or very low consumption needs), most
families of working age will experience financial
hardship if they experience a sustained period
without one or more members being in paid
employment. The issue of jobless families is
discussed later in this chapter.

Average gross
weekly household
income
Average
household net
worth

main source of income than middle or high
income households (62% compared with 4%).
One-parent families and older couple-only
families are particularly reliant on government
pensions and allowances (see Figure 5.4).
In 2005-06 older couple-only families, on
average, received $321 per week in government
pensions and allowances. This was largely
made up of the age pension ($243 per week).
One-parent family households with dependent
children received an average of $304 per week
of government pensions and allowances, largely
made up of the Family Tax Benefit ($141) and
parenting payment ($110).
In 2005-06 one-parent family households with
dependent children were overrepresented
among low income and lowest wealth
households (see Figures 5.5 and 5.6).
Although one-parent families made up 7% of
all households, they made up 12% of the low
income group, compared with 7% of the middle
income group and 2% of the high income group.
Figure 5.4

One-parent family households made up 17%
of lowest wealth households, 5% of middle
wealth households, and 2% of highest wealth
households.
Couple households with dependent children
made up a larger share of the middle income
group (36%) than the low (20%) or high
income groups (25%). Of all households,
they made up 26%. As wealth increases, the
proportion of households that are couples with
dependent children increases. These family
households comprised 32% of households in
the highest wealth group, although they may
have lower incomes.
A similar proportion of low and high income
families were couple-only family households
(without children). However, when considering
net wealth, couple-only family households
are disproportionately represented in the high
wealth group. This was largely the result of
older couples, who are more likely to have
paid off and fully own their home.

Average weekly government pensions and allowances by selected family
household type
2005-06
Lone person aged 65 and over

Couple family with dependent children
One-parent family with dependent children
Older couple-only families (a)
Younger couple-only families (b)
All households (c)
0
(a)
(b)
(c)

50

Reference person aged 65 years or over.
Reference person aged 35 years or below.
Includes other households not shown.
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Source: ABS 2005-06 Survey of Income and Housing, unpublished data.
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wellbeing. However, for some older couples
the impact of low income may be lessened
by higher levels of wealth.

These income comparisons suggest that
one-parent families and retired couples can
have particularly low levels of economic
Figure 5.5

Household income groups by family household type (a)
2005–06

% (b)
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Excludes mainly lone-person households and group households.
Proportion of all households.

Source: ABS Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia, 2005-06 (6523.0).

Figure 5.6

Household wealth groups by family household type (a)
2005-06
40
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% (b) (c)
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Income group
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Wealth group
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Wealth is household net worth (i.e. value of assets less liabilities).
Excludes mainly lone person households and group households.
Proportion of all households.

Source: ABS Household Income and Income Distribution, Australia, 2005-06, (6523.0).
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Government assistance to families
to families (see Figure 5.7). The support
mainly takes the form of targeted assistance
to families for the cost of raising children,
income support for parents and child care
assistance.

OECD data indicates that while Australia
has a relatively lower level of public
spending on family support services,
the Australian Government provides a
relatively high level of income transfers

Figure 5.7

Public spending on family beneﬁts in cash and services by OECD countries (a)
2003
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Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for families (e.g. child payments and
allowances, parental leave beneﬁts and childcare support). Spending recorded in other social policy areas as health
and housing support also assists families, but not exclusively, and is not included here.
Proportion of countries Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
Average spending for 24 OECD countries is 2.4% of GDP.

Source: OECD Social Expenditure Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/expenditure, last accessed 17 October 2008)
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Examples of assistance to families
Family Tax Benefit A – a payment to families with dependent children under 21 (and qualifying
dependent full-time students aged 21 to 24). The payment is made per child and is subject to an
income test. The maximum payment per child under 13 is $151.34 per fortnight ($4,631.85 per
year included the $686.20 end of year Supplement) if family income is below $42,559 per year.
Family Tax Benefit B – a payment to provide assistance to families with one main income
(including single income couple families and sole parents) and dependent children under 18.
The payment is made per family. There is an income limit on the income of the primary earner
(currently $150,000 per annum) and a separate income test on the secondary earner’s income.
The maximum payment is $128.80 per fortnight for families where the youngest child is under
five.

Chapter Five

Parenting payment – a payment aimed at supporting families with low income. The payment is
subject to both an income test and an assets test and the maximum payment is $405 per person
per fortnight for partnered recipients and $562 per fortnight for single recipients.
Other forms of support such as the Baby Bonus and child care subsidies are discussed
in Chapter 7.
(Sources: Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs and the Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations)

International comparison
Not only is the level of income important in determining the wellbeing of families, but also
how they compare to other families. Figure 5.8 shows the Gini coefficient for selected OECD
countries. The Gini coefficient is a widely used summary indicator of the degree of income
inequality; values closer to zero represent a lesser degree of inequality, and values closer to
one represent greater inequality. Income inequality in Australia is close to the OECD average
and slightly lower than in most other English-speaking countries. Data from the ABS
suggests there has been little change in income inequality in Australia since the mid-1990s.
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Figure 5.8

Gini coefﬁcient for OECD countries
2000
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Average for 20 OECD countries.

Source: OECD Society at a Glance, 2005, Indicator EQ2.1.

Affordability of key goods purchased
by families
While families’ income and wealth is important
in determining living standards, so is the cost of
the things families purchase.
There has been considerable variation in
the affordability of major items of household
expenditure. Figure 5.9 shows that, on
the one hand, there are some items of
families’ spending that have become more
affordable, while on the other hand, there
are items of expenditure that have become
less affordable over the last decade.

The costs of recreation, household contents
and services, communication, and clothing
and footwear costs, for example, have all
increased at average annual rates lower than
the overall cost of living, as measured by the
All Groups Consumer Price Index (CPI).
In contrast, the cost of transportation, health,
food, housing, alcohol and tobacco, education
and financial and insurance services have
all increased at annual rates higher than the
overall CPI over the 10 year period ended
June 2008.
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Figure 5.9 Average annual rate of price increases of major commodity groups (a)
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Source: ABS Consumer Price Index Australia, June 2008, (6401.0).

In 2003-04, housing, food and transportation
(including petrol) were the three commodity
groups that accounted for the largest
proportion of household expenditure for all
family households. Over the last decade,
all three groups experienced price (or cost)
increases above that for the All Groups CPI.
Several measures suggest that housing in
Australia has become less affordable. While
rents have not kept pace with house prices,
they have recently begun to increase, and this
is likely to continue due to tight rental markets
(Joiner and Wayne, 2008). The impact of
changes in affordability can vary considerably
between different family types. Based on
ABS figures for 2005-06, for example, housing
costs on average were equal to around 14%
of gross weekly income in all households.
However, housing costs take up a larger share
of income in one-parent family households
with dependent children (20% of gross
weekly income in these families) and in

56

CHAPTER FIVE
Family economic wellbeing

young couple-only family households (where
the reference person was aged under 35;
19% of gross weekly income in these families).
These family types are more affected by the
above All Groups CPI increase in the cost
of housing.
Similarly, expenditure on medical care and
health expenses for example, make up a larger
proportion of some families’ incomes than
others. In 2003-04, they made up around
4% of the average gross weekly income of
couple family households with dependent
children, and 8% of the average gross weekly
income of older couple only households (where
the reference person was aged 65 years and
over). The average annual growth rate for
health items (3.5%) was slightly above the
All Groups CPI rate over the last ten years.
Overall, while levels of income and wealth
have grown in recent times, it is important to
recognise that the cost of some key household

items has also grown. For some families, this
is likely to have greater impact on their overall
economic wellbeing than others. It can also be
an influence on the level of household debt.

to investment loans (5.5% or $5,100),
loans for vehicle purchases (3% or $2,800),
amounts owing on credit cards (2.4% or
$2,200) and for study loans (1.6% or $1,500).

Debt

Figure 5.10 shows the long-term trend in
the level of housing debt as a proportion of
household disposable income. It shows that
the ratio has increased steadily since the
early 1990s, meaning that although
average incomes have generally increased,
housing debt levels of Australians
have increased at a greater rate.

Borrowing by Australian families has increased
rapidly since the late 1980s. Most of the
increase can be attributed to lower interest
rates, and financial deregulation making loans
easier to access (Reserve Bank, 2003 and
2008).
On the one hand, debt presents opportunities,
allowing families to raise money for something
they are not able to currently afford, and giving
them access to something earlier when it may
be needed, rather than waiting until they have
saved for it. Almost all families, for example,
will need to borrow to buy their family home.
At the same time, debt can be a major
source of financial stress for families,
especially housing debt. The Reserve Bank
of Australia estimates, as at March 2008,
around 15,000 borrowers were more than 90
days behind on their mortgage repayments,
while an additional 25,000 were between 30
and 90 days behind (Reserve Bank, 2008).
Most Australian families have some level
of debt. The average household debt in
2005–06 was $92,500. Overwhelmingly,
debt related to property loans, with an
average of $79,100 (or 86% of all household
liabilities). Smaller debt proportions related

⁸

Debt can be a greater issue for families with
dependent children. In 2005–06 the average
couple-family with dependent children
had a considerably larger household debt
— $178,200 compared with $92,500 for all
households. The major debt component
was the principal outstanding on loans for
owner-occupied dwellings ($100,700).

Financial stress
Another indicator of economic wellbeing
is the extent of cash flow problems faced
by families. Table 5.1 shows the proportion
of the population in 2006 experiencing cash
flow problems in the past year.⁸ While the
vast majority of people did not report any
cash flow problems, almost a fifth of all
people aged 18 years and over experienced
one or more problems including not being
able to pay bills on time, and seeking
financial assistance from friends or family.

The 2006 General Social Survey, conducted by the ABS, collected information about personal and household
characteristics for people aged 18 years and over. The survey collected interrelated data on a range of social dimensions
including ﬁnancial stress, and health and disability.
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Figure 5.10

Housing debt is rising faster than household disposable income
1977 to 2008
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Source: Reserve Bank of Australia (2008) Bulletin Statistics Tables, Table 21,
http://www.rba.gov.au/Statistics/Bulletin/B21hist.xls (accessed 10 July 2008)

Table 5.1

Proportion of population reporting cash ﬂow problems over the past year (a)
2006
Proportion (b)

Types of cash flow problems reported in last year
Unable to pay electricity, gas, or telephone bills on time

10.9

Unable to pay mortgage or rent payments on time

4.5

Unable to pay for car registration or insurance on time

5.0

Unable to make minimum payment on credit card

4.5

Pawned or sold something because cash was needed

2.0

Was unable to heat home

1.1

Went without meals

2.0

Sought financial help from friends or family

7.2

Sought assistance from welfare or community organisations

2.2

Did not report any cash flow problems
(a) More than one cash flow problem could be reported so components do not add to total.
(b) Of population 18 years and over.
Source: ABS General Social Survey: Summary Results, Australia, 2006, (4159.0).
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81.8

Clearly, multiple cash flow problems indicate
greater financial stress. Figure 5.11 compares
different family households by the number
of cash flow problems reported. In 2006
one-parent family households with dependent
children were the most likely to report multiple
cash flow problems, while older couple-only
family households (reference person aged 65
years or over) were the least likely to report
any problems, despite having relatively low
incomes.

Figure 5.11

Vulnerable families
Although most Australian families have
relatively high levels of economic wellbeing,
the evidence presented in this chapter
suggests that there are some types of families
who fare worse financially than others.

Number of cash ﬂow problems reported in the last 12 months by family
household type (a)
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Source: ABS General Social Survey: Summary Results, Australia, 2006, (4159.0).
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Jobless families

Chapter Five

A group of particular concern is those
families where no adult is in employment.
In 2007, just over 300,000 families with
children under 15 years, or 14% of all such
families, were jobless (see Figure 5.12). This
proportion has remained stable over the last
few years, declining from a peak of 19% in 1993
(when the national unemployment rate peaked
at 11%).
Jobless families are largely made up of
one-parent families. In 2007, 45% of
one-parent families with children under
15 years were jobless, while the comparable
figure was 5% for couple families with
children under 15. However, it is important
to remember that children growing up in
one-parent jobless families may have an
employed parent who lives elsewhere and
provides social and financial support.
Figure 5.12

Jobless families are more likely to be
economically disadvantaged than families
where there are people employed. In 2006,
93% of jobless couple family households and
82% of jobless one-parent family households
had equivalised household income in the
lowest quintile. This compares with 7.2% of
couple family households with children under
15 and with one or more adults employed,
and with 26% of one-parent family households
with children under 15 and with one or more
adults employed. Also, just over half of jobless
family households with children under 15 years
reported they could not raise $2,000 in a week
for something important. This compares with
11% of couple family households with children
under 15 with one or more adults employed,
and 32% of one-parent family households
with children under 15 with one or more adults
employed.

Joblessness amongst families with children under 15 years

Couple families

Jobless families

One-parent families

Families with one or
two parents employed
All families
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%
Source: ABS Labour Force Status and Other Characteristics of Families, (6224.0.55.001).
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The disadvantage experienced by people living
in jobless families can be seen in other ways.
People living in jobless family households tend
to have poorer health than people in other
families. In 2006 only around half of people in
jobless family households with children under
15 rated their health as good or better and had
no disability or long-term health condition. This
compares with over two thirds of people living
in other households with children under 15.
Poor health or disability may help to explain
why people in jobless families struggle to obtain
a job in the first place. People living in jobless
family households are also slightly less likely
to feel able to get support at a time of crisis
(around 89% of jobless family households) than
families with employed adults (around 96%).
Of particular concern are children growing up
in jobless families. Such children are more
likely to grow up to be jobless themselves,
compared with children who have one or
two employed parents (Pech and McCoull,
1999). In addition, in most OECD countries,
child poverty rates are around three times
higher in families where neither parent is
in paid employment than in families where
one parent is in paid employment.

One-parent families
Another group which this chapter highlights as
experiencing poor economic outcomes is
one-parent families. Although these families are
over represented among jobless families, and
are more reliant on government payments as
a main source of income, they have generally
worse economic outcomes even when they
do work, largely due to the lack of a second

partner to complement and support them
in both the labour market and at home.
Divorce has particularly adverse financial
outcomes for women. Although lone mothers
may have some wealth through the value
of their home (which they often retain
after divorce), they tend to have fewer
investments than other families (such as
superannuation) to support them during
retirement (AMP. NATSEM, 2005).

Indigenous families
Indigenous families also tend to have lower
incomes than other Australian families. In
2006 the lowest 20% of the income distribution
contained nearly half of all Indigenous
households (45%). This reflects the lower
labour force participation of Indigenous
people – 57% of Indigenous people aged
15-64 years were either in work or looking for
work, compared with 76% of non-Indigenous
people aged 15-64 years. Indigenous people
were also about three times as likely to be
unemployed than non-Indigenous people.
Many Indigenous people are discouraged
jobseekers because of difficulty searching
for a job, or lack of skills or qualifications.
In 2006 around a quarter of Indigenous people
had post-school qualifications, compared with
almost half (47%) of non-Indigenous people.
Others may not participate in the labour force
because of illness or disability (Productivity
Commission, 2007). Geographic isolation can
also impact on the ability of many Indigenous
people in accessing work and education
opportunities.
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Families with a member with a
chronic illness or disability

Chapter Five

Families with a member with a chronic illness
or disability face the challenge of providing
ongoing care with reduced workforce
participation. As discussed in Chapter 4,
carers of the disabled and elderly are
overrepresented at the lower end of the
income distribution. This is a result of
both direct costs of caring (purchase
of equipment, health care and other
services) and the indirect costs of caring
(the reduced capacity of carers to work
because of their caring responsibilities).
While other members of the family may
work to compensate for carers’ lack of work
participation, these families are often more
economically vulnerable than other families.

Conclusion
Australia’s economic and social climate
has changed considerably over the
last 20 to 30 years. The ways families
spend their money and their aspirations
for what they want for a comfortable
standard of living have also changed.
Most families in Australia have relatively high
levels of economic wellbeing, with income
increasing substantially in recent times. While
some Australian families continue to face
economic challenges and income and wealth
are not evenly distributed, both household
income and wealth have increased in real
terms since 1992.
Increases in the cost of essential household
items provide an indication of the areas in
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which family economic wellbeing is under
particular stress, and may continue to be
under stress in the future. There has been
considerable variation in changes in the cost
of major household items, with the impact of
changes in affordability varying considerably
between different family types. For some
families, increases in the cost of major items
such as housing or medical expenditure
have had a greater impact than others.
Similarly, household debt varies by family
type and tends to be highest in families with
dependent children.
As families grow and change, there are
stages where there are greater financial
pressures on them than at other times
While most families experience some difficulty
meeting all their needs and wants, others
have more basic financial problems. Groups
such as jobless families, one-parent families,
Indigenous families, and families with
a member with a chronic illness or disability
face particular challenges in securing the
essentials of living.
To some degree, the disadvantage experienced
by these families can be addressed by reducing
barriers to work (such as better accommodating
the needs of working carers), supporting
families through transitions such as relationship
breakdown, and encouraging participation
in education and work among those who are
socially excluded. In particular, education can
play a key role in overcoming intergenerational
disadvantage. How best to support these
families to take action to improve their
economic circumstances should be a major
focus of community and government effort.

Family relat

chapter four

6. Family relationships
Key points

Relationship satisfaction within Australian families is generally high....
•
•

In 2004, 80% of married men and 74% of married women were highly satisfied with their

relationship.

Around 60% of parents reported they were highly satisfied with their relationship with
their biological children.

•

Most people indicate they have people they can rely on outside the family (93% in
2006).

... however, some groups are less satisfied with their relationships.
•

In 2004 only around a third of step-parents were highly satisfied with their

•

Many non-resident parents of children under 18 years (71%) were dissatisfied with the

•

relationship with their step-children.
level of contact with their child.

Many singles (21%) and people who were separated or divorced (26%) were not satisfied
with their relationships with other relatives.

Some Australian families experience dysfunctional relationships, including
domestic violence, and child abuse or neglect.
•

In 2005, 2.1% of women and 0.9% of men reported having experienced one or more

•

In 2006-07 there were almost 310,000 notifications of child abuse or neglect in

incidents of violence by their current partner.

Australia; the number of cases where notifications were substantiated was 58,600.

The composition of Australian families is
diverse and is changing. Australian families
are becoming smaller and are less likely to
contain children, people are less likely to marry
and those that do, marry later. There are also
more people living alone. All of these trends
have implications for family relationships.
The family is the primary group to which a
person belongs and where they learn how to
relate to others. Family means different things

to different people. Regardless of who people
consider their family to be, family relationships
that are strong and healthy help family
members reach their potential, cope with
hardship, and adapt to change.
Good relationships, both within and beyond
the family, help to meet the needs that all
Australians have for emotional support,
belonging, closeness, identity, and interaction.
Family members, friends, acquaintances and
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the community at large can all help to satisfy
these needs.
Australian families are generally marked by
strong and healthy relationships. Relationship
satisfaction between couples and between
parents and their children is generally high.
However, some groups are relatively less
satisfied. These include single people,
step-parents and non-resident parents.
Unfortunately, there are also families in
Australia that are experiencing extreme
dysfunction, including violence and child
abuse or neglect.

This chapter looks at some of the most
common types of family relationships
and examines how family members
feel about those relationships. Although
family relationships can be diverse and
complex, the limitations of the available
data mean that this chapter focuses largely
on the relationships of people living alone,
relationships between couples and between
parents and children, relationships between
young people and their family, and relationships
with extended family. It also looks at
relationships in more vulnerable families
and family dysfunction.

Understanding family relationships in Australia

Chapter Six

Relationships between family members are complex and interrelated. As well, what
makes people satisfied with their relationships varies from person to person.
One way to examine family relationships is to ask people how they feel about them.
The responses people give provide a basis for data on relationship satisfaction among
Australian families. However, these measures do not help us understand the different
dimensions of family relationships, such as affection, commitment, and communication.
Also, responses people give and the statistical results derived may be affected by survey
methodological factors, including question wording and context. The sometimes sensitive
nature of information being sought may lead to people not answering a question truthfully,
but as they want to be perceived.
Another way to understand family relationships is to examine cases where healthy relationships
may be absent. For example, divorce rates provide a rough indication of the number of
couples where relationships have broken down, although they do not include people in de facto
relationships who separate. At a more extreme level, rates of domestic violence and child abuse
provide an indication of the number of families where family relationships are destructive and
dysfunctional. However, the data collected on these two subjects is limited by several factors,
including the willingness of people to report incidents.
Although there are few measures of the different qualities of family relationships in Australia,
there has been some exploration of what these qualities are. One study identified the following
as key qualities common to strong families: communication, support, togetherness, acceptance,
sharing activities, commitment, affection, and resilience (Silberberg, 2001).
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Relationship satisfaction...
indicate that the number of lone-person
households can be expected to increase to
between 2.8 million and 3.7 million by 2026;
the fastest projected increase of all household
types over this period.

Satisfaction with family relationships can vary
substantially according to the nature of the
relationship. The experience of those living
alone, in couples and with children can be
very different, as can the level of contact that
households have with their extended family.

People who live alone are a diverse group.
They include younger people in their early
adulthood who have recently left the ‘family
home’; young, middle-aged and older adults
who have lived alone for most of their adult
lives; others who live alone for a period after
a relationship breakdown; and those who live
alone after the death of a partner (see Figure
6.1). Sometimes living alone is confined to a
period early on in the adult life course, while for
others it is the period that occurs towards the
end of life. For some, living alone is the result
of a conscious choice or preference, and for
others it is a situation that they would prefer not
to be in.

...among people living alone
Today, more Australians are living alone. While
people living alone are not counted as a family
for the purposes of most statistical collections,
they are part of wider families that extend
beyond the household. Their relationships with
their family and others are as crucial to their
wellbeing as those between family members
living within the same households.
In 2001, there were 1.8 million lone-person
households. Household and family projections
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)
Figure 6.1
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Source: ABS Census Tables (2068.0).
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There is some evidence of dissatisfaction in
family relationships among those who are more
likely to live alone. An analysis of the results of
the 2004 wave of the Household, Income and
Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey,
which examined the availability of close,
intimate and live-in relationships, suggests that
lone mothers, singles, separated and divorced
people are more prone to not get on well with
their relatives (Headey and Warren). In 2004,
26% of all lone mothers, just over 21% of
singles, and almost 26% of people who were
separated or divorced reported they were not
satisfied with their relationships with other
relatives (see Table 6.1). In contrast, around
a quarter of the elderly (persons aged 65 years
and over) live alone, but only 10% indicated
they were not satisfied with the relationship

Chapter Six

Table 6.1

Women
Elderly

Lone mothers

Singles

Separated or
divorced
Disability

All persons (b)

(a)
(b)

...between couples
The quality of relationships between couples is
fundamental to the wellbeing of the couples
themselves, as well as other members of their
family. Relationship satisfaction between
couples in Australia is generally high. Married
men view their relationships slightly more
favourably than married women, and men and
women in de facto relationships view their
relationship similarly. In 2004 around 80% of
men in married relationships and 72% of men
in de facto relationships were highly satisfied

Availability of close, intimate and live-in relationships
2004

Men

NESB (a)

with their relatives, These figures reinforce the
importance of considering the quality of family
relationships for all groups, not just those in
traditional nuclear family relationships.

Lives alone
(%)

Not satisfied with
partner
(%)

Not satisfied with
other relatives
(%)

10.8

10.2

8.1

10.6

13.3

10.5

25.7

7.8

10.7

—

—

26.0

25.2

—

21.5

47.2

—

25.7

20.1

13.8

14.4

9.5

15.3

8.4

10.7

11.8

9.4

Persons with a non-English speaking background.
Aged 15 years and over.

Source: Heady, B., Warren, D. and Harding, G. (2006), Families, Income and Jobs, Volume 2, A Statistical Report on Waves 1 to 4 of
the HILDA Survey, p 120.
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...between parents and children

with their relationships. For women, the
comparable figures were 74% for married
women and 72% for de facto women.
Despite generally high satisfaction,
relationships between couples do vary
across the life-cycle. Relationship satisfaction
is lowest during the years people are most
likely to be bringing up children, that is during
their late 30s, 40s and early 50s (see Figure
6.2). In particular, parents with higher levels
of parenting stress (measured by responses
to statements such as ‘I feel trapped by my
responsibilities as a parent’) generally report
lower levels of relationship satisfaction with
their partner than parents without parenting
stress. Although, even at times of stress most
couples still report their relationship satisfaction
as medium or high, these figures suggest
that at times where parenting is most intense,
couples may be in need of greater support.
Figure 6.2

The quality of relationships between couples
has a direct impact on another important
aspect of family life, that is, the quality of
relationships between parents and children.
Strong and effective relationships between
parents and children are crucial to providing
individuals with emotional and social support,
and to the wellbeing of the family. Where
parents and children communicate effectively
and are able to solve problems together, the
children benefit as well as the family as a
whole.
Most families rate the relationship between
parents and children highly. When asked in
2004 to rate their satisfaction with their
relationship with their biological children
(of any age), most parents indicated a high
satisfaction (61% of mothers and 58% of

Satisfaction with relationship with partner by age group
2004
9
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Average ratings of satisfaction are based on a scale of 0-10, with higher scores indicating greater satisfaction

Source: Headey, B., Warren, D. and Harding, G. (2006) Families, Incomes and Jobs: A Statistical Report of the HILDA
Survey, Melbourne Institute, Melbourne, p.92.
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fathers). It appears, however, that there are
periods of greater challenge to the parent-child
relationship. Parents’ satisfaction with their
relationship does not follow a linear pattern
through life (see Figure 6.3). In general,
satisfaction is high for younger parents,
declines until around age 45-54 years, then
starts to increase again. In other words,
parents’ satisfaction, and especially mothers’
satisfaction, seems to be lowest in the main
child-rearing years (35-44 years) and highest
after the children have left home.
There are also challenges to parent and child
relationships in particular types of families.
Relationships between parents and children
can be especially problematic where there have
been changes to the family’s structure and
living arrangements. Relationship satisfaction
is lower among step-parents and step-children
than among biological parents and biological
children. While about 60% of parents indicated
high satisfaction with their biological children,

Parent and child relationships can be
particularly challenging for non-resident
parents. Among separated families, a large
proportion of non-resident parents feel that
the contact they have with their children is not
enough. In 2004 around 71% of non-resident
parents of children under 18 were dissatisfied
with their level of contact with their child;
42% believed it was ‘nowhere near enough’,
and 29% believed it was ‘not quite enough’.
The remaining 29% felt that the contact was
‘about right’.
Parent-child relationships continue to play
a significant role in people’s lives, even after
children have left home. The majority of older
Australians have had at least one child, with
most retaining strong links with their children
into later life. A majority of people aged

Proportion of parents who reported high satisfaction with their relationship
with their biological children
2004
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Figure 6.3

only around a third of step-parents (31% of
step-mothers, 39% of step fathers) said the
same of their step-children.
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Source: Qu, L. and Weston, R. (2008) Snapshots of Family Relationships, Australian Institute of Family Studies, p.20.
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50-70 reported having weekly contact with an
adult child (92%) (Millward, 1998 in Australian
Institute of Family Studies, 2004). In 2001,
while many older Australians were in close
contact with their adult children, very few
actually lived with their adult children (9% of
those aged over 65 years) (Australian Institute
of Family Studies, 2004).
There are strong reciprocal relationships
between older Australians and their adult
children, with the majority of grandparents
providing child minding assistance, emotional
support in crisis and care for their grandchildren
when sick. Similarly, adult children are likely to
be the primary carers for parents if they are in
need of care (23%) (ABS, 2006).

...between young people and their
family
As children grow up, their relationships with
their parents and other family members
inevitably change. Young people in Australia
Figure 6.4

live in a diverse range of family types and
environments. Most young Australians aged
between 12-17 years live at home with both
parents but others live with a lone parent
in shared care arrangements, in blended
families, with grandparents or extended
families. Some in this age group may live
with foster families or even alone or with
friends. Towards the end of this age bracket
young people may live with a partner or have
children of their own.
Despite this diversity, most young people
rate the cohesion of their families highly.
The 1998 Child and Adolescent Component
of the National Survey of Mental Health and
Wellbeing found that almost two-thirds (65%)
of young people aged 12-17 years rated their
family’s ability to get on as ‘very good’ (38%)
or ‘excellent’ (27 percent) (see Figure 6.4).
Of young people aged 12-17 years, 16%
reported that their family’s ability to ‘get along’
was ‘poor’ (3%) or ‘fair’ (13%) (Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare, 2003).

Family cohesion in families with young people (a)
1998

Proportion of families (%)
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Family cohesion score
a)

Rated by persons aged 12-17 years.

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Australia’s Young People, 2003, p. 254.
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Some young people, however, are much
less satisfied with the quality of their family
relationships. In particular, where young
people had identified emotional and behavioural
problems they were less likely to view their
families as getting on well. Table 6.2 shows
36% of young people with emotional and
behavioural problems lived in families with
‘poor’ or ‘fair’ family cohesion, compared with
only 13% among those without emotional
and behavioural problems. These results
suggest that emotional and behavioural
problems in young people may be a sign
that their families require greater support.

...with extended family
Although relationships with immediate family
members are important, the quality of
family life is also affected by important family
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Table 6.2

relationships extending beyond household
boundaries. Relationships with extended family
can be particularly important for children, by
providing them with important connections
to people other than their parents. They can
also be a significant source of practical and
emotional support for the whole family. Although
there is not much data on families’ overall
contact with extended family, there is some
information on young children’s contact with
their grandparents.
Data for 2004 from the Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children shows there are very few
infants (less than one year) or children aged
4-5 years who had no face-to-face contact
with their grandparents at all (both 3%). Most
children in this survey saw their grandparents
at least monthly or more frequently
(Gray et al, 2005).

Family cohesion, by emotional and behavioural problems of young people
1998

Family cohesion
score (a)

Young people without emotional
and behavioural problems (b)
(%)

Young people with emotional and
behavioural problems (c)
(%)

Poor

1.8

8.7

Good

11.0

26.9

24.6

30.9

40.2
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22.4

6.7

Fair

Very good
Excellent

a)
b)
c)

Rated by persons aged 12-17 years.
Families with young people below the clinical cut-off.
Families with young people above the clinical cut-off.

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ‘Australia’s Young People’, 2003, p.255.
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Figure 6.5

Face-to-face contact between infants (a) and grandparents
2004
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Source: Gray, M.; Misson, S; and Hayes, A. (2005) “Young children and their grandparents”, Family Matters no. 72, Summer 2005,
pp.10-17.

Figure 6.6

Face-to-face contact between 4-5 year olds and grandparents
2004
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Grandparents can be a particularly important
source of support and practical help where
parental relationships break down. Reflecting
this, children with a parent living elsewhere
(mostly children in one-parent families) were
more likely to see a grandparent daily than
children without a parent living elsewhere.
Around 28% of infants and 19% of 4-5 year
olds with a parent living elsewhere saw a
grandparent daily, compared with 12% of all
other infants and 11% of other 4-5 year olds,
that is, those children with both their parents
living at home (see Figures 6.5 and 6.6).
It appears, however, that children who live
with their mother after parental separation
are less likely than those in intact families to
have a close relationship with grandparents
on their father’s side (Qu and Weston, 2008).
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...beyond the family
Although relationships within families are
crucial to the quality of family life, relationships
beyond the family are also important.
Relationships outside the family can help
to fulfil needs for social interaction, help
to socialise children, and help families
through difficult or stressful times. Strong
relationships outside the family also help to
avoid families feeling isolated and can act
as a ‘bridge’ that helps families participate
and feel a part of the wider society.
One measure of the extent and quality of
relationships outside the family is the amount
of contact family members have with people
outside the household and whether they believe
they can call on others when they need help.
¹

In 2006 a survey conducted by the
ABS found around 20% of people living in
family households had daily face-to-face
contact with family or friends outside the
household and 40% had daily contact
through other means (e.g. telephone,
email).¹ The rates were higher for people
living in one-parent families than for
people living in other family types, perhaps
indicating a greater need for support
outside the family for these households.
Most people indicated they had people they
can rely on outside the family. Almost all
people living in one-family households could
ask for small favours from people living
outside the household (93%) and almost all
felt they were able to get help from others at
a time of crisis (also 93%). There were very
few differences in these measures by family
household composition, although young people
(under 35 years) living in couple-only family
households were slightly more likely to indicate
they could access these forms of support.

Vulnerable relationships
While most people appear to have good
relationships both within and beyond the
family, some groups are more limited in their
ability to draw on family, friends and the
community for different kinds of support.
The absence of family, friendship or other
caring relationships at any stage of life,
but particularly when people are least able
to care for themselves, can have a serious
impact on personal wellbeing. These groups
are discussed below.

The General Social Survey (GSS), conducted in 2002 and 2006, provided a range of inter-related information on the
social and economic wellbeing of persons aged 18 years and over living in family households.
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Families with caring responsibilities
Caring for a family member with disability
or who is aged can impact substantially on
family relationships and social networks.
Families caring for a person with higher levels
of need are more susceptible to experiencing
poor relationships within the family, particularly
those caring for a person with a psychiatric
disability (Edwards et al, 2008). While the
majority of carers report having supportive
people around them, there is a substantial
minority of carers (almost one in five) who
report having no assistance from other people
in caring. The majority (84%) of primary carers
also reported that they (and the person with
disability) had no support or assistance from
social groups. In terms of support from people
living in the same household, in just over
54% of cases, carers reported receiving no
support from others within the household.
This finding is of particular concern given
the generally low levels of overall wellbeing
for many carers (see Chapter 4).

One-parent families
Another group that can experience difficulties
with family relationships is one-parent families.
The relationship between lone parents and their
children may be disrupted by the difficulty
of raising children in the absence of a resident
partner, or by higher levels of stress following
a relationship breakdown. In 2004, in response
to statements such as ‘I feel trapped by my
responsibilities as a parent’, most lone parents
did not report poorer outcomes. However,
lone parents were slightly more likely to report
higher levels of parenting stress than partnered

parents. Around 13% of lone mothers reported
high parenting stress, compared with 9%
of partnered mothers (Headey and Warren,
2007). This difference may reflect the fact that
disruptions to relationships between lone
parents and their children are often short-lived,
and reduce considerably once parents
and children have adjusted to new living
arrangements.
As noted above, one-parent families seem to
compensate for the lack of immediate support
within the family by greater interaction outside
the household. The 2006 GSS found adults
living in one-parent family households were
more likely to have daily face-to-face contact
with family and friends than other people (27%
of people living in one-parent family households
with dependent children, compared with 20% of
people living in couple family households with
dependent children). They also have greater
levels of contact with children’s grandparents.

Jobless and low income families
Jobless families are another group who could
potentially lack some of the social networks
and supports available to other families. There
is some evidence that jobless families do have
lower levels of participation with those outside
their immediate family. For example, 28% of
people in jobless family households participated
in social activities such as sports, religious and
community activities, compared with 45%
of other family households, in 2002. Jobless
families are also slightly less likely to feel able
to get support at a time of crisis (85% of jobless
couples and 92% of jobless single parents)
than families with employed people (96%).
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Lower levels of social support were also
evident for people at the lower end of the
income distribution more broadly. While most
did feel able to find support, at a time of crisis
they were less likely to report this than those
with higher incomes. The results of the 2006
GSS show 89% of people in the lowest quintile
(20%) of the equivalised gross household
income distribution² were able to get support
in a time of crisis from people outside the
household, compared with 97% of people in
the highest quintile of the income distribution.

Domestic and family violence

Family dysfunction

While both men and women experience
domestic violence, the 2005 Personal Safety
Survey, conducted by the ABS, shows women
are more likely to be victims of domestic
violence than men. In 2005, over 160,000
women (2.1%) and 68,100 men (0.9%), aged
18 years and over, reported having experienced
one or more incidents of violence by their
current partner since the age of 15. Over 1.1
million women (15%) and over 360,000 men
(4.9%) reported having experienced violence by
a previous partner (see Figures 6.7 and 6.8).

Figure 6.7

Number of persons (‘000)

Chapter Six

Although most families report satisfaction with
family relationships, there are some families
where relationships are not satisfactory.
Domestic and family violence, and child
abuse or neglect represent the extreme
of dysfunctional family relationships.
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²

Domestic and family violence profoundly affects
the social, emotional, physical and financial
wellbeing of individuals and families and
results in significant social and economic
costs to the community. Domestic and
family violence occur when someone in an
intimate or familial relationship attempts
to gain or maintain power and control over
another through abusive behaviours such as
economic, emotional and physical abuse.
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Equivalised household income is described in the box Measures of household income and wealth, in Chapter 5.
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Figure 6.8

Experience of violence by a previous partner
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Children can also be profoundly affected by
witnessing violence. Of men and women who
experienced violence since the age of 15 by a
current partner, almost half (49% or 111,700)
reported they had children in their care at
some time during the relationship. More than a
quarter (27% or 60,700) said that these
children had witnessed the violence.

Child abuse and neglect
As well as being affected by the abuse of a
parent, family dysfunction can also affect
children through direct child abuse or neglect.
Addressing the cycle of child abuse or
neglect is essential. Research suggests
that experiencing violence during childhood
(either as a victim of abuse or witnessing
parental violence) is associated with an
increased likelihood of being a victim

or perpetrator of violence in adulthood
(Data Analysis Australia, 2007).
The number of notifications and substantiations
of child abuse or neglect and the number
of children on care and protection orders in
Australia have increased substantially over
recent years. This increase does not
necessarily equate to an increase in abuse.
There are a number of factors that may have
contributed, including greater community
awareness of child abuse or neglect issues
and changes in child protection policies and
practices.
Child protection data compiled by the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) shows,
in 2006-07, the number of notifications of child
abuse or neglect (i.e. where authorities are
notified of a suspected case of abuse or

FAMILIES IN AUSTRALIA

75

6. Family relationships

neglect) was 309,500. The number of cases
where notifications were substantiated during
the year (i.e. cases where it was found there
was reasonable cause to believe a child was
being harmed) was 58,600 (AIHW, 2008).

Chapter Six

The number of children on care and protection
orders due to abuse or neglect, or the parent’s
inability to care for the child also continues to
increase nationally. During the period 1996-97
to 2006-07, the number of children on care and
protection orders rose from 15,700 to 29,400.
Care should be taken when interpreting
the increase in the number of children on care
and protections orders due to abuse or neglect,
as this increase is likely, in part, due to an
increase in reports being made to authorities.
Indigenous children are particularly vulnerable
to child abuse or neglect. The AIHW data
shows Indigenous children are over five times
more likely to be the subject of substantiations
than other children. The rate of Indigenous
children on care and protection orders is more
than seven times higher than that of nonIndigenous children.
These figures highlight the importance of
direct intervention and support for families with
poor relationships who may be at risk of child
abuse or neglect. Preventative programs, and
early support and intervention can help to
improve the quality and effectiveness of family
relationships before they lead to dysfunction
and, in extreme cases, violence, abuse or
neglect.

Conclusion
Good relationships, both within and beyond the
traditional family unit are important not only to
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individuals, but also to society. Healthy
relationships help people to achieve and
participate in society. Relationships that help
people feel supported can contribute to a
person’s happiness and wellbeing, even where
the family may be suffering other stresses, such
as financial difficulties or other family crises.
Generally, Australian families are happy and
healthy and have good quality relationships
both within and beyond the family. Some
people, though, face greater challenges in their
family relationships, including people who live
alone, members of step/blended families and
parents who do not live with their children.
In looking at the quality of family relationships
it is important to focus on the full range of
family types and particularly on families
facing transitions in their arrangements. Some
families, due to their circumstances, may need
some extra support in developing effective
relationships; these include families with caring
responsibilities for older family members or
people with disability, one-parent families
and jobless and low income families.
Unfortunately, there are also families in
Australia that are experiencing extreme
dysfunction, including violence and child abuse
or neglect, which need immediate intervention
and ongoing support. In particular, support for
children who have experienced abuse or
neglect is vital to help them overcome trauma
and to develop into functional and effective
adults. In the longer term though, programs that
concentrate on building the capability
of vulnerable families by helping them take
responsibility for developing and sustaining
satisfactory relationships, are likely to be
more effective.

7. Balancing work and family
Key points

Australian women’s labour force participation has increased substantially,
including in families with dependent children.
•

Women’s labour force participation has increased consistently over the last 30 years
(from around 44% to 58%), but is still substantially lower than men’s (72%).

•

The proportion of couples with dependent children with both parents in the labour force
has increased (from 58% in 1994 to 65% in 2007).

Australian women’s participation in the labour force has some distinctive
features.
•

•
•

Although they have increased, employment rates for Australian women with young

children are significantly lower than for Australian women in general; and relatively low
in OECD terms.

Australia’s rates of part-time work – 45% for women and 15% for men – are both much
higher than the averages for OECD countries.

Less than half (45%) of women employed while pregnant return to work before their

child’s first birthday; of those women who returned to work during this time 92% did so
on a part-time basis.

Family-friendly leave provisions, flexible working arrangements and child care
have all become more common. However, access to some of these is uneven.
•

The proportion of children aged 0-4 years using formal child care has increased from
24% in 1996 to 35% in 2005; the proportion of children aged 5-11 years using formal
child care has increased from 8% to 14% over the same period.

•

In 2007, just over half (53%) of female employees in Australia were entitled to some
form of paid maternity leave.

•

In 2005, 73% of employed mothers and 34% of employed fathers made use of flexible
working arrangements to help them care for their children
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work and famil
The nature of work in Australia has changed
remarkably over the last 30 years. There has
been significant employment growth and
increased participation in the labour force,¹
particularly for women. People are also
working in an increasingly diverse range of
employment types and patterns, for example,
there are more people working outside the
traditional ‘Monday to Friday – nine to five’
pattern; and more people are working flexible
or reduced hours. This in turn has had
a marked affect on family life.

Chapter Seven

As discussed in Chapter 5, employment
contributes to family wellbeing in a number
of ways. It increases the economic resources
available within families and protects against
social exclusion and inter-generational
disadvantage. Parental employment is
important in reducing the risk of disadvantage
for children. Long-term economic disadvantage
(and short-term disadvantage during critical
development stages) can have significant
negative effects on children’s developmental
and social outcomes.
Greater participation in the labour force by
parents and carers also brings with it increased
challenges in terms of the daily balancing of
work and family responsibilities. Increased
demands on time with increased hours of paid
employment reduce the time that family
members have to attend to family, household
and caring tasks. Difficulties balancing work
and family can come about in dealing with
day-to-day routine events and tasks, such as
juggling work hours with child care or school
hours, as well as the more ad hoc and

¹

unexpected events and family emergencies,
such as those associated with illnesses
and injuries.
The experience of balancing work and different
family responsibilities, whether they are aged
care, care of children, or the care of a family
member with disability, can differ considerably.
Successfully balancing work and family is
dependent on a number of things, including
how families share and outsource caring
responsibilities and housework. Flexible
hours of work are important, as are access to
family-friendly leave provisions and affordable
child care.
This chapter examines the impact of family
and caring responsibilities on employment, and
particularly on the employment of women whose
workforce participation is more likely to be
reduced by caring responsibilities. It also looks
at the different working arrangements being
used by families to balance work and family.

Labour force participation
A key change in labour force participation
that has affected Australian families has been
the increase in the participation of women.
Women’s labour force participation has grown
consistently over the past 30 years - from 44%
in 1978 to 58% in 2008 - although it remains
substantially lower than men’s (72% in 2008)
(see Figure 7.1). Women’s labour force
participation continues to be lower than men’s
in all age groups, except between the ages of
15-19 years.

The labour force comprises people in work (full time and part time) plus those actively looking for work. The labour force
participation rate is calculated by dividing the total number of people in the labour force by the population aged 15 years and over.
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Figure 7.1

Men’s and women’s labour force participation rates
1978 to 2008
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Source: ABS Labour Force, Australia, Spreadsheets (6202.0.55.001).

While overall the participation of men in
the labour force has fallen in recent decades,
the general pattern of men’s labour force
participation over the life-cycle (i.e. an increase
in participation from the teenage years through
to the 25-44 age cohort, followed by a gradually
accelerating decline in participation as men
age), has remained relatively unchanged
over the last 30 years (see Figure 7.2).
Women’s participation in the labour force has
some distinctive characteristics. The presence
of very young children generally reduces
women’s labour force participation, although

mothers today are much more likely to return to
work after the birth of their children than in the
past. The ABS has collected data on persons
not in the labour force and found that the most
common reason for women not looking for
work was due to ‘caring for children’ (28%).
Labour force participation is highest among
women aged 20-24 years and then declines
during the peak child-bearing years (25-44
years). Women’s participation rates are lowest
immediately following the birth of a child, and
then increase over time as mothers gradually
re-enter the workforce (see Figure 7.3).
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Figure 7.2:

Men’s labour force participation by age group
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Source: ABS Labour Force, Australia, Spreadsheets (6202.0.55.001).

Figure 7.3:

Women’s labour force participation by age group
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preferences. Lower employment rates could
also reflect barriers to re-entering employment
for mothers with young children, including
the difficulties associated with balancing work
and family, the availability of parental leave,
and the availability and cost of child care.

Many women make a conscious decision to
reduce their level of labour force participation
while their children are young. Interestingly
though, Australia, along with New Zealand, has
much lower employment rates for mothers with
very young children, especially children aged
under three years, than many comparable
OECD countries (see Figure 7.4). This can
be partly attributed to the comparatively low
levels of paid maternity leave in Australia (as
mothers on paid maternity leave are classified
as employed while mothers on unpaid leave
are not employed), but there are also likely
to be a number of factors influencing this
result, including cultural factors and family
Figure 7.4

Only a minority of Australian mothers return
to work before their child’s first birthday.
The 2005 Parental Leave in Australia Survey²
showed very few mothers with a child less than
one month (2%) were in paid employment.
Of those mothers with a youngest child three
months old, 11% of mothers had returned to
work and at six months old, 22% were in work.

Employment rates for mothers with children under 15 years in OECD countries
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Average for 20 OECD countries.
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Source: ABS Australian Social Trends, 2007, Labour force participation – an international comparison, (4102.0).

²

The Parental Leave in Australia Survey (PLAS) was conducted in 2005 as part of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children.
One issue with the PLAS is that it is not representative of all mothers in Australia. It is biased towards more highly educated women
and is based on a data set that under-represents those with less connection to the labour force. As a result it overstates the
proportion returning to work relative to the entire population of Australian women having children.
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By the time the youngest child was 12 months
old, 44% had returned and at 18 months, 54%
had returned. Of those mothers returning to
work, almost all did so on a part-time basis.
However, the employment rates for women
rise significantly as their youngest child
reaches school age. Indeed, ABS data shows
in 2007 the employment rate for women whose
youngest child was aged 0–4 was 49%, 68%
for women whose youngest child was aged 5–9
and 75% for those whose youngest child was
10–14.

Family labour force participation

Labour force participation varies with different
family types. Lone parents, particularly lone
mothers with dependent children, who make
up the large majority of one-parent families,
are less likely to participate in the labour force
than couple mothers. However, the participation
rate of lone mothers with dependent children
has also increased significantly in recent
years — from 49% in 1997 to 64% in 2008.
As is the case for couple mothers, the labour
force participation rates for lone mothers
increase significantly once their youngest
children goes to school.

As shown in Figure 7.5, the most common
working arrangement for couples with
dependent children is now a ‘one and a half
earners’ arrangement, comprising a father
working full time and a mother working part
time. Around a third of all couples with
dependent children fall into this category.
Traditional male breadwinner arrangements
and double full-time arrangements are the
next most common (about a quarter each), but
male breadwinner arrangements are declining
over time. This change in family labour force
participation has significant implications for how
people think about and structure working life.

Chapter Seven

Figure 7.5

Changes in women’s participation in the labour
force have had a big impact on the structure
of Australian families. The traditional model
of a male breadwinner supporting a wife and
children – once considered the norm – no
longer describes most families. Instead,
there is considerable diversity in how families
participate in the labour force. Many fathers are
also combining work and care, which impacts
on a family’s labour force participation.

Working patterns in couple families with dependent children
2008
One and a half earners (father full-time
mother part-time)
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mother not in the labour force)
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Source: ABS Labour force status and other characteristics of families, 2008 (6224.0.55.001).
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Part-time work

One of the most striking features of the
Australian labour market since the 1970s has
been the shift away from the standard working
week (35-40 hours) to a greater variety of
working hours and a substantial growth in parttime work. Part-time employment has proved
extremely important in helping families balance
their paid work and family responsibilities. At
the same time, among full-time workers, there
has been a trend towards longer working hours,
though this appears to have stabilised since the
late 1990s. Overall, there has been an increase
in the total working hours of many families,
reflecting the increasing number of couple
families with both partners employed.

In 2008 part-time employment accounted for
28% of total employment in Australia, up from
15% in 1978. Part-time employment is more
common among women than men, but has
grown for both groups. In 2008 part-time
employment accounted for 45% of women’s
employment and 15% of men’s employment
(see Figure 7.6).

Figure 7.6

Australia has very high rates of part-time
employment – for both men and women –
relative to other OECD countries. It is second
only to the Netherlands in terms of the overall
proportion of employees that are employed
on a part-time basis.
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Source: ABS Labour Force Australia, Spreadsheets (6202.0.55.001).
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Figure 7.7:

Part-time as a proportion of all employed in OECD countries
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Source: OECD, Full-time and Part-Time Employment Based on a Common Deﬁnition, OECD.StatExtracts,
http://webnet.oecd.org/wbos/index.aspx, last accessed: 21 October 2008.

Part-time employment in Australia is incredibly
diverse, both in terms of the profile of part-time
employees, and in terms of the nature of the
part-time jobs. Some part-time employees work
very few hours per week, while others work
almost full-time hours. A substantial proportion
of women who work part time (43%), however,
work fewer than 16 hours per week. In 2007 the
majority of part-time workers (81%) indicated
that they would prefer not to work more hours.
Women are more likely to work part time in
their peak child-bearing and raising years
– 40% of all employed women aged 30-34
years work part time, 49% of women aged
35-39 years and 48% of women aged
40-44 years. In contrast, men are more
likely to work part time towards the end
of their working life (60 years and over).
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Mothers of infants are particularly likely to
return to work on a part-time basis. For
example, the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children found that among the mothers of
infants aged 12-14 months, only 9% were
employed full time. Mothers are more likely
to work part time than full time up until their
youngest child is 14 years old.
There has been considerable debate about
the quality of part-time jobs and the impact
on part-time employees. On the one hand,
part-time workers are more likely to be
employed in low skilled and low paid
occupations compared with full-time workers.
They are also more likely to be employed on
a casual basis, with less access to certain
employment conditions, including paid leave,
and have less job security. However, over time

there has been an increase in the proportion
of part-time work that is permanent and more
part-time employment opportunities among the
more highly skilled occupations. Further access
to permanent part-time work in their chosen
occupation would allow parents to balance work
and family responsibilities without sacrificing
their long-term career aspirations or financial
security.

Long working hours
At the same time as having high rates of
part-time employment, Australia also has
long full-time working hours by international
standards. Men still spend longer hours in paid
employment than women. According to a range
of data sources, it appears Australian full-time
employed men worked an average of
between 43-45 hours per week, higher than
in most other OECD countries. Very long
working hours are more common among
the self-employed than among employees,
and among those in occupations involving
high levels of personal responsibility and
accountability, relatively high earnings, and
in occupations with no standard working
hours such as professionals and managers.
In contrast to mothers, who are more likely to
be working part time when their children are
young, Australian men are more likely to be
working long hours at the ages when their
children are young than at other ages. This
begs the question as to whether the two are
related – are men working longer working hours
to accommodate their partners working shorter
hours or vice versa?
Long working hours, particularly if they are
unpredictable or where workers have no

control over the hours and are unable to access
flexible work arrangements, is an important
issue that impacts on work-life balance and can
take a toll on family relationships. Employers
and employees may need to consider
strategies to mitigate the effects of long and
non-standard working hours, and greater
access to flexible working arrangements.

Family-friendly employment
arrangements
The increase in women’s workforce
participation, the number of families with two
earners (or ‘one and a half’ earners) and
concerns about the impact of long hours on
families is putting an increasing emphasis
on the importance of supporting families to
balance their work and family responsibilities.
Such support can include family-friendly leave
provisions, flexible working arrangements, and
both formal and informal child care. Recent
years have seen an increasing focus on each
of these elements.
Over the last 30 years, measures to assist
workers to balance their work and family
responsibilities have become more common.
There has been steady progress through
workplace relations law, agreement making
in workplaces, and the award safety net in
providing access to family-related forms
of leave and other family-friendly working
arrangements.

Family-related leave provisions
Parental leave is a term used to encompass
maternity, paternity and adoption leave in
Australia. Since the late 1970s the existing
parental leave provisions have evolved, through
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a combination of Australian Industrial Relations
Commission test cases and legislative changes.
The Workplace Relations Act 1996 (C’wlth)
currently provides an entitlement of up to
52 weeks unpaid parental leave, which can
be shared between both parents, for eligible
employees. Eligible employees are permanent
full-time and part-time employees who have
12 months continuous service with their
employer, and long-term casual employees
who have been engaged on a regular and
systematic basis for at least 12 months.

Chapter Seven

The Australian Government’s National
Employment Standards will enable both
parents to access separate periods of up to 12
months unpaid parental leave. Where families
prefer one parent to take a longer period of
leave, that parent will have a right to request
an additional 12 months of leave from their
employer. The request can only be refused by
their employer on reasonable business grounds.
Another important form of leave for families is
personal or carer’s leave. This leave enables
employees to take short periods of time off to
care for and support an immediate family or
household member who is sick. The National
Employment Standards will provide eligible
employees with an entitlement to accrue ten
days of paid personal or carer’s leave for each
year of service if they are absent from work
due to a personal illness or injury or to enable
them to provide care or support to a member
of their immediate family or household. The
personal or carer’s leave provided for in the
National Employment Standards removes the
cap (up to ten days) on the annual amount
of paid carer’s leave as is the case under
the current Workplace Relations Act. Eligible
employees can also access two days of paid
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compassionate leave per occasion (e.g. on
the death or serious illness of a family or
household member). Two days of unpaid carer’s
leave ‘per occasion’ will also be available to
employees for genuine caring purposes or
family emergencies where their paid carer’s
leave entitlement is exhausted. The Standards
also guarantee that, for the first time, casual
employees will be entitled to two days of
unpaid compassionate leave per occasion.

Other family-friendly provisions
While access to leave is important, there is
a range of other workplace arrangements
that can support families in balancing work
and family responsibilities. As is the case for
parental leave and carer’s leave, entitlements
to family-friendly working arrangements, such
as flexible working hours, are derived from a
variety of sources, mostly individual company
policies, awards and workplace agreements.
For those families who are able to access such
arrangements, they can provide additional
options to balance their work and family
responsibilities.

Availability of family-friendly
provisions
A wide range of family-friendly provisions are
contained in federal collective agreements.
Some family-friendly provisions, such as
part-time work, family/carer’s leave and
parental leave, are now common features of
most agreements, reflecting their presence in
underpinning legislation. Provisions relating to
such things as child care and home-based work
are much less common and are contained in
only a small proportion of agreements covering
relatively few employees (DEEWR, 2008).

Paid maternity and paternity leave
Australia is one of only two countries in the OECD that does not have universal paid maternity
leave (the other is the United States of America). Some employees have access to paid
maternity leave through industrial awards, workplace agreements, legislation covering public
service employees, or individual company policies.
Based on ABS data, the Productivity Commission estimates that 53% of female employees
were entitled to paid maternity leave and 50% of male employees were entitled to paid paternity
leave, as a condition of employment in 2007.
In terms of actual leave used, ABS data for 2005 shows that, of the nearly half a million
women who identified as giving birth to a child in the previous two years, 73% of those
previously employed took some form of leave for the birth and subsequent care of their child.
This included paid and unpaid maternity leave, holiday leave, long service leave, and leave
without pay. Fourteen per cent of female employees used only paid leave (average duration
17 weeks); 22% used only unpaid leave (average duration 29 weeks); while 37% used a
combination of both (average duration 43 weeks). The average duration of leave that was taken
was 34 weeks. The average period of paid maternity leave taken by women who had access to
paid maternity leave was 11 weeks.
The provision of paid maternity leave varies by sector, industry, agreement size and earnings.
Professional and high earning women, women working in the public sector and in large
workplaces are more likely to receive paid maternity leave than women working in low paid
occupations, in the private sector or in small business.
The uneven distribution of paid maternity leave provisions among Australia’s working women
gives rise to considerable inequities. Women not entitled to paid maternity leave can be
significantly worse off financially and this may affect their choices around having children and
their choice of employers. It may also affect their decision to maintain attachment to the labour
force.
Baby Bonus
The Baby Bonus assists families with the extra costs associated with a newborn or adopted
child. The early stages of a child’s life are the most important and the payment recognises that
many parents need extra support immediately following the birth of their child.
The Baby Bonus increased to $5,000 on 1 July 2008. To help ensure the child’s needs are the
primary consideration, after 1 January 2009 the Baby Bonus will be paid in 13 fortnightly
instalments of around $385 for all eligible births and adoptions, subject to an income test.
Families with income greater than $75,000 in the six months following the birth will no longer
qualify. Paying the Baby Bonus in fortnightly instalments to all eligible families will help to
ensure new parents have the financial support they need to pay the bills and support their baby.
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Right to request flexible working
arrangements
The National Employment Standards
will introduce a new right for parents to
request flexible working arrangements,
such as part-time work or flexible working
hours, until their child reaches school age.
Employers will only be able to refuse such
requests on reasonable business grounds.

Chapter Seven

Across industries there is considerable
variation in the incidence of family-friendly
provisions, reflecting the differing nature of
work and different labour force profiles, as
well as historical and other factors. The mix
of family-friendly provisions within individual
industries is also variable. Overall, industries
with a high incidence of family-friendly
provisions also tend to have a high or above
average proportion of women employees.
In contrast, male-dominated industries tend
to have lower incidences of family-friendly
provisions. This could limit the potential for
men to take responsibility for family issues
and spend time with their children.
Small and medium-sized businesses are much
more likely to provide carer and family-friendly
provisions through general employment
policies or informal (sometimes unwritten)
agreements rather than through formalised
workplace agreements. The Australian
Government Office for Women Better
Conditions, Better Business report found 97%
of Australian small and medium-sized
businesses provided at least one provision to
their employees to assist them in balancing
their work and caring responsibilities. The
provisions most likely to be offered by such
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businesses were access to a telephone for
family reasons; flexible annual leave allowing
employees to choose the timing of leave and
the ability to take single days; and flexible start
and finish times.

Use of family-friendly provisions
While there is some data on the availability
of family-friendly provisions, the information
relating to actual use of these provisions is
limited. The ABS periodically collects data on
parents’ use of a range of work arrangements
to help them care for their children, including
the use of flexible working hours, permanent
part-time work, shift work, work from home and
job sharing arrangements. This data suggests
there has been an increase in the use of
family-friendly provisions in recent years.
In 2005, 61% of all families with at least one
parent employed indicated that at least one
parent normally used one of these work
arrangements to help them care for their
children, up from 56% in 2002. The most
frequently used arrangements were flexible
working hours (used by 41% of employed
parents) and permanent part-time work (used
by 25%).
Not surprisingly, couple families where both
parents were employed and one-parent families
were more likely to use working arrangements
to care for children than couple families with
only one employed parent. Overall, employed
mothers were much more likely to make use
of these types of work arrangements (73%)
than employed fathers (34%). The data
suggests that there is considerable potential
to increase both fathers’ access to and use of
family-friendly provisions.

Child care
Along with flexible working arrangements,
access to quality child care is an important
mechanism for helping parents balance work
and family. As women’s labour force
participation has increased, there has been
a corresponding increase in the demand for
child care places.

are unpaid; some which are regulated (formal
care) and some which are non-regulated
(informal care). As defined by the ABS, formal
care refers to regulated care that takes place
away from the child’s home; for example, long
day care, before and/or after school care and
family day care. Informal care refers to
non-regulated care that takes place in the
child’s home or elsewhere and includes care
by family members, friends, neighbours,
babysitters and nannies.

In 2005, more than 1.5 million Australian
children (46%) aged 12 years and under
received either formal and/or informal child care
– up substantially from around 20% in 1993.
The effectiveness of the child care market
in meeting the demand for high quality care
is a key factor in reducing barriers to female
labour force participation and ensuring effective
outcomes for children.

In 2005, informal care, either alone or in
combination with formal care, was the most
common type of care – used by around 1.1
million children aged 0-12 years (33%). This
was the same as in 2002. Formal care (either
alone or in combination) was used by 23% of
children, up from 19% in 2002. While still
substantially lower than the use of informal
care, this continued the upward trend observed
since 1996 (see Figure 7.8).³

Type of care
Parents choose from a variety of child care
types, some which are paid and some which
Figure 7.8
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³

Statistics presented in this section are the results of the ABS Child Care Survey – the latest was conducted in June 2005. Figure 7.8
refers to children aged 0-11 years only (as previous ABS surveys did not seek information relating to 12 year-olds). Pre-school
programs, including those provided in long day child care centres, are excluded from the ABS deﬁnition of formal child care.
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In 2005 the most commonly used types of
formal care were long day care and before and/
or after school care, attended by 10% and 7%
of all children aged 0-12 years respectively.
These were followed by family day care (3%)
and occasional care (2%). Other forms of
formal child care were used by less than 1%
of children.
A higher proportion of children in one-parent
families (56%) used child care than children in
couple families (44%). Both family types were
more likely to use informal care than formal
care. Among children from one-parent families,
42% used informal care and 25% used formal
care. Of children from couple families the
proportions were 31% informal and 20%
formal.
Care provided by grandparents was important
for children in both couple and one-parent
families (20% and 17% of children respectively).
Care provided by other relatives including the
child’s other parent living elsewhere, siblings,
and other more distant relatives played a
greater role for children in one-parent families
(21%) than for those in couple families (4%).

Chapter Seven

Age of child
Child care usage, especially the use of formal
care, varies with age. In 2005 the use of
formal care for very young children remained
low (7% of children under one year), but
increased from age one (31%) to age three
(53%). From age four, when many children have
started formal early learning programs in the
year before school, the proportion of children
using formal child care dropped to 38%, with a
further decrease for five year olds (22%) when
most children have started primary school.
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For 6-8 year olds, 17% attended formal care,
generally outside school hours care. For 9-12
year olds, the rate was 8%.
Overall, the proportion of children aged 0-4
years and under using formal child care has
increased from 24% in 1996 to 35% in 2005;
for children aged 5-11 years the proportion in
formal child care increased from 8% to 14%.
These large increases in the use of formal
child care reflect a rapid increase in the
supply of child care over the last 15 or so years.
Between 1991 and 2006 the number of
Australian Government-supported long day care
operational places, for example, increased from
around 76,000 to around 263,000 (an increase
of 245%). The number of family day care places
increased from around 43,000 to 75,000 (an
increase of 74%) and the number of outside
school hours care places increased more than
five-fold from around 44,000 to 274,000.
The reasons given by parents for using child
care vary with the age of child and type of care
used. Work-related reasons figure prominently
as the main reason for using child care, and
especially in relation to the use of formal child
care. For around two-thirds (67%) of children
12 years and under, work-related reasons
were cited by their parents in 2005 as the
reason for using formal child care. For parents
of children aged 0-4, 57% cited work-related
reasons as the reason for using formal child
care. However, for this group other reasons
for using child care were also common. For
example, 32% of parents used formal child
care because they considered it beneficial
for child and 26% used it for personal reasons.
In contrast, for children aged 5-12 years workrelated reasons were almost exclusively the

reason for using formal child care — for 83%
of parents of children in this age group (ABS,
2006b).

Hours of care
Although a substantial number of children
attend child care, many do so for relatively few
hours per week. Of those children who use
formal care, 47% used it for less than ten hours
per week. Of those children who used informal
care, 58% used it for less than ten hours per
week. This is not surprising given the high
proportion of mothers with young children
working part time or accessing other flexible
working arrangements.
Only 7% of children who used formal care and
12% of children who used informal care, used
care for 35 or more hours per week. The
overall proportion of children who had used
any child care (formal, informal or both types
together) for 35 or more hours was 13%.

Availability and cost of care
There is a lot of debate around whether there
is enough child care available in Australia; and
the quality and affordability of care. It is well
accepted that the quality of care has an impact
on outcomes for children. A high quality child
care system helps families to balance work
and family responsibilities as well as foster the
development of their children.
Available data suggests there is not a problem,
in general, with the supply of child care. ABS
data indicates that in 2005 around 8.5% of
children aged four years and under required
additional formal care (generally for workrelated reasons); a proportion which has

remained very stable since 1996. Data from
the Census of Child Care Services indicates
that the average utilisation rates have fallen.
The average utilisation rate for long day care
centres in 2006 was 74% in 2006, down from
85% in 2004; and for family day care it was
just 63%, down from 68% in 2004. There is
anecdotal evidence, though, of some localised
shortages of child care places in particular parts
of Australia.
The cost of child care can be a particular
source of financial stress for families with young
children. Assessing the affordability of child
care is very complex and can be done in a
number of ways. While the net costs of child
care have increased at a faster rate than the
All Groups Consumer Price Index in most
years between 1984 and 2008, child care
affordability is not just a function of the cost of
care. Affordability can be better assessed by
comparing the cost of child care with a family’s
ability to pay. Taking this into account,
research undertaken by the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare in 2005 found that child
care affordability remained relatively stable for
middle and high income families but decreased
slightly for low income families. It should be
noted that this study was based on data from
1991 to 2004 and consequently, does not take
into account the impact of the introduction, in
2006-07, and subsequent increase in, the Child
Care Tax Rebate (CCTR) (see box).
It is also interesting to look at the affordability
of child care in Australia in an international
context. Figure 7.9 shows average child care
fees for two year olds attending accredited
early years care and education services for
OECD countries. On this measure, Australia
has relatively expensive child care, with an
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average fee equivalent to 22.4% of average
weekly earnings, compared with an OECD
average of 16.3%. However, when government
assistance with the costs of child care is taken

into account, the net costs of child care in
Australia are lower than the OECD average
(Figures 7.10 and 7.11).

Government assistance with the cost of child care
The Australian Government provides two major payments to help families with the cost of child
care.
Child Care Benefit (CCB) is a payment made to families to help with the cost of approved or
registered care and is dependent on family income, number of children in care, the number
of hours per week and the type of care used. Eligible families on incomes of $36,573 or less
receive the highest rate of CCB.
The Child Care Tax Rebate (CCTR) is extra assistance available to help eligible families with
out-of-pocket child care expenses for approved child care. In the 2008-09 Commonwealth
Budget, the CCTR was increased from 30% to 50% of out-of-pocket child care expenses up to
a maximum of $7,500 (indexed) per child per year.
(Source: Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations)

Figure 7.9

Child care fees for 2-year-olds attending accredited early-years care and
education services in OECD countries
2004
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having children. Increasingly, Australians are
also working more diverse hours, often related
to their stage of life or family circumstances.

The effectiveness of the child care market in
providing affordable and quality child care in
preferred locations continues to be a major
issue in Australia. It will be important to monitor
cost and supply of quality child care given its
importance as a factor influencing families’
options around their participation in the labour
force.

These changes have had a marked effect on
family life, with the traditional model of a male
breadwinner supporting a wife and children
no longer being the Australian norm. The
increase in the number of couple families with
two earners and the increase in the number
of lone parents working, combined with the
diversity in working hours, has major
implications for both families and workplaces.

Conclusion
The working lives of Australian families have
changed dramatically over the last 30 years.
A higher proportion of Australians are working
than ever before, largely due to the increased
proportion of women returning to work after
Figure 7.10

Employee access to family-friendly leave
provisions, flexible working arrangements and

Net child care costs for a dual-earner family with full-time earnings of 167% of the
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child care has never been more important than
it is now. There has been an expansion in child
care and measures to assist workers with
family responsibilities have become a more
common feature of Australian workplaces.
However, the spread of these provisions is
uneven with some sections of the workforce
able to access a range of family-friendly
provisions and others having little to no access
to such provisions. For example, just over half
(53%) of all working women in Australia have
access to paid maternity leave.
It is important to recognise the life-cycle events
and paths people take through their life course.
Many families will continue to want to reduce
Figure 7.11

their level of labour force participation
when their children are young, or where they
have other significant caring responsibilities.
To enable Australia to meet the challenges
associated with an ageing population and to
facilitate ongoing productivity improvements,
however, it is important to explore further
avenues to enable people to maintain their
attachment to the labour force during periods
of leave and to reduce barriers to re-entering
the labour force when this suits families’
circumstances. Assisting employees to better
balance their work and family responsibilities
is one way to do this. A better balance
between work and family is also likely to
be a major contributor to family wellbeing.
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