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FOREWORD

Growing Together tells the real story of life in
Australia.
After a quarter-century of continuous economic
growth, inequality is at a 75-year high.

Too many Australians want work but cannot find
it. Unemployment is unacceptably high in parts
of the country, and for particular groups – young
people, people with disability and Indigenous
Australians.

2.5 million Australians live below the poverty line,
and hundreds of thousands of Australians are
unemployed.

Increasingly, underemployment, insecure work
and low wages growth is making it harder for
families to build stable lives.

For all the success Australians have achieved,
the rewards are not as widely spread or as fairly
shared as we like to imagine.

Inequality is rising – undermining living standards,
sustainable growth and social cohesion.

PERHAPS FOR THE FIRST
TIME IN OUR HISTORY, WE
CAN’T BE CONFIDENT THAT
THE NEXT GENERATION OF
AUSTRALIANS WILL BE
BETTER OFF THAN WE ARE.
The mining investment boom is over and
established manufacturing industries are in
decline, while technology is driving the creation
of new industries. Old jobs are disappearing,
making way for new jobs that require new skills.
Australians are living longer. More women are in
the paid workforce. Family structures are different
and more complex.
A long period of economic growth has lifted
incomes for many people. Yet poverty and
disadvantage remain acute and entrenched in
some parts of Australia.
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All this is happening at a time when economic
growth has slowed, household incomes are
under pressure and balancing the budget is more
challenging.
Perhaps for the first time in our history, we
cannot be confident that the next generation of
Australians will be better off than we are.
Understandably, many Australians are anxious
about what the future holds – for their families
and their country.
What are the consequences of inequality, and
how do we reverse this trend?
How will people get decent, well-paid jobs
in a competitive and increasingly casualised
workforce?
How do we improve opportunities for women to
participate in paid work? What do these changes
mean for family life?
These are the questions that demand answers –
from our political parties and our policies.

This is a national debate we need to have.
The current social policy framework was built
for, and belongs to, a different era – a world very
different to the work, family and community of
modern Australia.
Growing Together offers new policy thinking and a
new agenda – putting inclusive growth and social
investment at the centre of Australia’s future.
This agenda is based on a simple maxim: if you
work hard, you will be rewarded. If you fall behind,
you’ll be helped back onto your feet. In Australia,
you are responsible for your own success, but
you are never on your own.
Growing Together is an integral part of modern
Labor’s policy renewal. With the latest evidence
and contributions from some of the country’s
leading policy thinkers, it provides a detailed
assessment of Australian society today, and
offers some ideas for change.

IN AUSTRALIA, YOU ARE
RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR OWN
SUCCESS, BUT YOU
ARE NEVER ON YOUR OWN.

I thank the many people in the community sector,
academia, business and the labour movement
who have offered their expertise to this project.
I have been heartened by their generosity and
willingness to engage in Labor’s social policy
renewal. It is all too rare that we ask these leaders
for their help in developing good public policy.
It has been a pleasure to work with them.
I am also grateful to my parliamentary colleagues
for lending me their time, knowledge and
experience. Thanks go to Brendan O’Connor,
Kate Ellis, Chris Bowen, Clare O’Neil,
Jim Chalmers, Terri Butler, Claire Moore,
Julie Collins and Andrew Leigh for participating
in our roundtables, and to Catherine King,
Shayne Neumann, Penny Wong, Mark Butler,
Tony Burke, Kim Carr, Amanda Rishworth
and Sharon Bird for their valuable input
into this report.
A special thanks also to Bill Shorten and
Tanya Plibersek for creating a culture of
policy debate and discussion within the
Federal Parliamentary Labor Party.
This report would not have been possible
without my outstanding staff. My thanks to
Alistair Webster, Gerard Richardson and
Catherine Charleson.
Some of the conclusions in this report are
confronting – but so are the challenges we face.

This is not a policy manifesto or an election
platform. It cannot cover every priority. There
are many other policy areas – such as health
and hospitals, housing, urban renewal,
multiculturalism and sustainability – that require
big thinking and bold ideas.
Some of the ideas outlined in Growing Together
are recently announced Labor policy – and
Labor will continue to release new policies this
year as we outline our alternative vision for
Australia’s future.

If we choose to ignore these challenges,
we will sleepwalk into an age of declining
living standards, worsening inequality and
growing discord.
But if we choose to modernise our social policy
and invest in our people, we will have every
reason to feel confident in Australia’s future.
We can be an Australia where more people are
contributing to our growth, and more people are
sharing in our success.

Other ideas are aspirations, options for future
work and possibilities for further debate.

An Australia we can all participate in and all be
proud of.

Ideas pay no heed to news cycles or election
cycles, and they outlive all governments. I want
this report to spark a new, positive discussion
about the long-term shape of social policy
in Australia.

An Australia where we are growing together.

JENNY MACKLIN MP
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OUR FUTURE – GROWING TOGETHER
A new social policy agenda for modern Australia
Around the world, the Global Financial Crisis and its aftermath have dramatically shifted the discussion
about the policies we need to build stronger economies and fairer societies.
Issues that were once seen as more moral rather than economic challenges – rising unemployment
and reduced living standards, increasing inequality and eroding social mobility, persistent poverty and
disadvantage – are now central to global economic and social policy debates.
There is now a widespread consensus that for economic growth to be robust and sustainable it must
be inclusive. It must improve living standards and opportunities for everyone. It is now beyond doubt
that inclusion is a prerequisite for stronger economic growth rather than a consequence of it.
Inclusive growth means building an economy that is broad-based and job-creating. It means an
economy that delivers the benefits of growth more fairly. It is an economy that enables and empowers
more people, investing in them and creating more opportunities for them to succeed. It means an
economy where people aren’t left behind.
IMF Managing Director Christine Lagarde has said ‘reducing excessive income inequality is not just
sound social policy, but sound economic policy as well.’1
The World Economic Forum recently stated:

‘There is no bigger policy challenge preoccupying leaders around the
world than expanding social participation in the process and benefits of
economic growth and integration.’2
The OECD has declared that inequality ‘takes a toll on the social fabric of communities, places a heavy
economic cost on future growth, and reduces trust in governments and institutions.’3
Nobel prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz argues:

‘We can no longer talk about rising inequality and sluggish economic
recovery as separate phenomena… they are in fact intertwined –
inequality stifles, restrains and holds back our growth.’4
This new global consensus presents us with an opportunity to begin a new chapter in policy making in
Australia – one that ensures economic growth is broad-based, creates jobs and provides opportunities
for all Australians.
Good social policy is a necessary pre-condition for strong, sustainable and inclusive growth. Our
social safety net is critically important and it should never be undermined. But in order to build an
inclusive and job-creating economy, social policy needs to expand its focus beyond the traditional
social protection approach.
Social investment is the social policy arm of inclusive growth. Policies that invest in the education,
health and wellbeing of people will deliver economic as well as social benefits.
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SOCIAL INVESTMENT – A LABOR TRADITION
Labor believes that the best way to grow our economy is to invest
in our people.
Social investment delivers positive, long-lasting social and economic
returns – better jobs, higher wages, improved living standards, and
more inclusive economic growth.
We have a proud record of making smart social investments.
Labor built Medicare.
Labor began universal superannuation.
Labor invested in needs-based schools funding.
Labor made higher education more accessible and affordable.
Labor created national paid parental leave.
Labor introduced the National Disability Insurance Scheme.
Labor boosted the pension for older Australians.
These investments have made us a better and fairer society.
It is now Labor’s task to build on this tradition for the next generation.

Labor’s principles for social policy
Economic growth must be inclusive.
Economic growth is integral to higher living standards. But evidence shows that growth on its own is
not enough.
Labor believes in inclusive growth. This requires a strong and fair economy which generates jobs with
good pay and decent working conditions. It requires investing in human capital so Australians can
succeed in these jobs.
Inequality is a drag on the economy and bad for our society. We need to build an economy where
everyone can contribute and everyone can share in the rewards.
Good economic policy and good social policy go hand in hand. One cannot succeed without the other.
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Good social policy protects and invests in people.
Modern social policy needs to be about more than traditional notions of welfare.
Labor believes in a social security system that both protects people from hard times and invests
in their future success.
Social protection policies, such as family payments, pensions and unemployment support, keep
people out of poverty. Our strong social safety net is there to protect all of us.
Social investment policies, such as improving maternal health, child care and education, give people
the support and skills they need to build better lives for them and their families.
When we properly invest in people, they can be responsible for their own success and exercise more
choice over their future. This strengthens our society and our economy.

Quality jobs are the key to prosperity.
Labor will always put jobs first. Our top priorities are job creation, job participation and job security.
Quality jobs are essential. Every working Australian deserves a good wage and decent working
conditions.
Social policy needs to prepare Australians for the jobs of the future by investing in education,
skills and training.
Policies that invest in people, like Labor’s Your Child, Our Future reforms, help ensure Australians
can get decent jobs with fair pay and conditions.
The best way to keep people out of poverty is to keep them in jobs. When someone is unemployed,
they should be protected from poverty and supported onto a path back to employment. This has
economic and fiscal dividends as employed Australians contribute to the economy, boost the tax base
and reduce demand for income support.

Effective social policy is fiscally responsible.
Labor understands social policy must be fiscally responsible, but also that good social policy can be
a driver of sustainable economic growth. This is particularly important at a time when Australia is in the
midst of its longest period of below-trend growth for 50 years.
Well-designed social policy can generate an economic dividend, which in turn boosts revenues,
lowers costs and improves the budget position. Sensible and sustainable social policy is an economic
investment, not an economic burden. Policies such as the National Disability Insurance Scheme boost
our economy and make us a fairer society.
Labor understands that social investments need to be funded through tough budget decisions. The
last Labor Government delivered substantial social reforms while simultaneously achieving a AAA
credit rating from all three major global ratings agencies for the first time in the nation’s history. As with
its predecessors, future Labor governments will need to better target spending and eliminate waste to
fund necessary social investments.
This responsible approach is in stark contrast to the policies of the Liberal Government. The radical
cuts put forward by the Liberals in their 2014 Budget were rightly rejected by the Australian people.
Such radical cuts stifle economic growth, deepen inequality and push people further into poverty.
Such an agenda is neither fair nor fiscally sustainable. It excludes people from the labour market,
limiting their potential. It also damages confidence, negatively impacting the economy.

6 | OUR FUTURE - GROWING TOGETHER

Unpaid care and volunteering is valuable.
Every day, millions of Australians devote themselves to the care of children, parents, people with
disability and sick family members. Many more volunteer their time and resources to improve their
community.
Their work may be unpaid, but it should never be unvalued or unrecognised.
Australians contribute to society in many different ways. Our social policy must protect and invest in
people, no matter what form their contribution takes.

Seven pillars for success
Labor has identified seven key pillars of social policy. These are not the only areas that require
our attention, but they are critical if we are going to equip every Australian with the skills to adapt
to the rapid change taking place in our economy, and seize the opportunities that lie ahead.
By prioritising these key areas, Labor is outlining a new agenda for addressing inequality and
building a fairer society.
1. We need economic and social policies that focus on putting jobs first. Creating decent
and secure jobs should be a key priority of a Labor government.
2. We need to invest in the early years of life. When children are happy, healthy and learning,
they have every chance of succeeding in the future.
3. We need to deliver quality education across life, so that young people are prepared for the
jobs of the future, and working Australians can successfully transition to new careers.
4. We need to support Australians to balance work, care and family, so that people are better
equipped to respond to the competing responsibilities of life.
5. We need to encourage and support longevity so older Australians can continue contributing
to society, and are rewarded for all they’ve given us.
6. We need to build stronger communities to improve social cohesion and ensure local people
have a real say in the decisions and debates that directly affect their lives.
7. We need to modernise policy development and governance to make sure our investments
are smart investments that deliver results.

Growing Together
Inequality is worsening, economic growth is unstable and the future of employment is uncertain.
To address these challenges, we need a new agenda for social policy.
Labor believes all Australians should benefit from economic growth. We believe every Australian who
is able to work deserves a decent job. We believe Australians should be supported to manage the
risks and grasp the opportunities of change.
By following these principles and using these pillars as foundations for good social policy, Australia
can be a society where we are all growing together.
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Australia is entering its 25th year of uninterrupted annual economic growth.
Over this time, our real GDP has doubled, per capita GDP is higher than at
any other point in our history and Australians now enjoy one of the highest
levels of median wealth in the world.1 Our participation rate has increased
significantly, and until recently, wages have steadily grown.
This period in Australia has variously been described as an ‘economic miracle’,2
‘the envy of the world’,3 and ‘the longest economic expansion – and the largest
rise in incomes over a short period – that a developed country has ever known.’4
It’s an impressive story, but it’s not the whole story.
The national GDP doesn’t show the industries which are declining and disappearing.
Our unemployment rate doesn’t reveal the areas where one in five young people
can’t get a job, or that more than one million Australians are looking for more
work than they can currently get.
Our high levels of wealth mask the reality of poverty, disadvantage and isolation
for millions of people, including too many children.
Our impressive national indicators do not tell the full story of life in Australia today.
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Rising inequality threatens
Australia’s prosperity
It has long been recognised that inequality is
bad for societies and communities, but it is
now increasingly understood that inequality is
also bad for the economy. Internationally, the
OECD and the IMF are leading conversations
about the impact of inequality on growth.
There is a growing body of evidence that income
inequality in Australia has been rising and will
continue to rise without public policy that supports
fair and inclusive economic growth.
The Gini coefficient is a commonly used income
distribution measure to help determine the level
of inequality. The higher the number, the more
unequal a society is. Australia’s Gini coefficient
rose from 0.27 in 1980-81 to 0.32 in 2011-12.

The Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS)
has shown that despite strong economic growth,
wages growth in recent years has been very
unequal. Over the 25 years to 2010, real wages
increased by 50 per cent on average, but by
14 per cent for those in the bottom 10 per cent,
compared with 72 per cent for those at the top.
In Australia today, a person in the top income
quintile earns about five times more than
someone in the bottom quintile.

INCOME INEQUALITY IN
AUSTRALIA HAS BEEN RISING
AND WILL CONTINUE TO RISE
WITHOUT PUBLIC POLICY THAT
SUPPORTS FAIR AND INCLUSIVE
ECONOMIC GROWTH.

With the exception of a drop in inequality in
2007-2009 as a result of the Rudd Government’s
stimulus payments, the level of inequality in
Australia has been trending up for decades.5
This would surprise many who see Australia as a
relatively equitable society, and the land of the fair
go. While we perform better on this measure than
some other developed nations, like the United
States, the reality is we are getting more unequal,
and we can do better.

Trends in income inequality in Australia,
1981-82 to 2011-12
Gini coefficient
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— Johnson and Wilkins — ABS

0.34
0.32
0.30
0.28
0.26
0.24
0.22

19
9
19 3-94
9
19 4-95
9
19 5-96
9
19 6-97
97
19 -98
99
-2
00
0
20
01
20 -02
0
20 2-03
03
20 04
05
-0
6
20
07
-0
8
20
09
-1
0
20
11
-1
2

19

89

-9

0

6
-8
85
19

19

81

-8

2

0.20

Source: Peter Whiteford, Australian National University

10 | AUSTRALIA TODAY

According to Shadow Assistant Treasurer Andrew
Leigh:
‘from 1975 to 2014, real wages have risen
by $7000 for the bottom tenth, but $47,000
for the top tenth. In percentage terms, those
at the bottom have seen an earnings rise of
23 per cent, while the top have seen an
earnings rise of 72 per cent – three times
more. If cleaners and checkout workers had
received the same proportionate pay rise as
solicitors and surgeons, they would be
$16,000 a year better off.’6
More alarming is the distribution of wealth in our
society today. The average wealth of a household
in the top 20 per cent wealth group is about
70 times the average wealth of a household in
the bottom 20 per cent. The top 10 per cent of
households own 45 per cent of all wealth, and
most of the remainder is owned by the next
50 per cent of households. The bottom 40 per cent
of households own just five per cent of all wealth.
Consistent with these findings, the Chifley Research
Centre has found that since the
mid-2000s, wages have failed to keep pace
with productivity improvements, meaning workers
are benefiting less from productivity increases as
more of those increases go to company profits.7 We
may be working harder and smarter, but this
is not reflected in our wages.

JOBLESSNESS IS THE
FASTEST WAY INTO POVERTY,
AND GETTING A DECENT
JOB IS THE FASTEST WAY
OUT OF POVERTY.

The evidence is clear that economic growth in
Australia has not benefited every Australian.
The longer we ignore this reality, the more we
become a nation divided between the haves
and the have-nots.
We need social policy solutions that help
secure our future prosperity and drive economic
growth, and ensure that all Australians participate
and can enjoy the benefits of that prosperity,
not just the lucky few.

Some Australians are being left out
and left behind
Poverty and disadvantage are realities for many
people in Australia today.
Being disadvantaged doesn’t just mean a lack of
disposable income. There are different measures,
different causes and different consequences.
The Productivity Commission’s 2013 report into
deep and persistent disadvantage in Australia
defined disadvantage as a ‘multi-dimensional
concept’ which is about ‘impoverished lives, not just
low incomes.’8 Poverty, deprivation, capabilities and
social exclusion are different lenses through which
to view and measure disadvantage.
The Productivity Commission found that between
10 and 15 per cent of Australians (2.3-2.8 million
people) are income poor (living in households
earning less than half the median income), 17 per
cent of adult Australians are experiencing multiple
deprivations, and a quarter of Australians aged over
15 experience some degree of social exclusion.
This group included people who are marginally
excluded, as well as people who experienced
deeper forms of exclusion.
A report by the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the
Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social
Research examined the importance of multiple
factors in determining the capacity of people to
fully participate in society. The research found that
more than 825,000 Australians experience deep
social exclusion, meaning they deal with at least
four different sorts of disadvantage in their lives –
such as living on a low income, having little work
experience, not being involved in community clubs
or associations, and not being socially active.9
Work by Professor Peter Saunders and the
University of New South Wales in 2011 looked at
measures of deprivation as an alternative to poverty
measurement. Deprivation, Professor Saunders
argues, is where people ‘face an enforced lack of
perceived necessities.’10
The study found that most Australians have access
to some essential items – for example about one
per cent could not afford at least one meal a day
– but on other measures, the level of deprivation
was much higher. 14 per cent cannot afford dental
treatment when it is needed and 17.6 per cent did
not have $500 saved for an emergency.11
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The ‘Great Gatsby curve’ and the curse of
intergenerational inequality.
We know inequality hurts economies and societies. We are also beginning to understand the
harmful effects of inequality on economic and social mobility.
Mobility simply refers to how easy it is for someone to move from disadvantaged circumstances
to greater prosperity, security and happiness. Most of us like to think that our parents’ wealth
doesn’t determine our own success, but the evidence suggests it isn’t that simple.
Economist Miles Corak has shown that economies suffering higher inequality tend to have lower
economic and social mobility. Barack Obama’s former chief economist, Alan Krueger, famously
called this relationship the ‘Great Gatsby curve’ – an important depiction of the way in which
inequality in one generation can breed social immobility in the next.
We can also think about mobility by imagining climbing the rungs on a ladder. The more inequality
there is, the further apart the rungs are and the harder the ladder is to climb.
What does this mean for Australia?
We do much better on inequality than many other countries, such as the USA or the United Kingdom,
but we aren’t doing as well as we should be.
More problematic is the evidence that inequality is steadily rising in Australia. This increases the risk
that children from disadvantaged backgrounds will have fewer opportunities to succeed themselves.
We can tackle intergenerational inequality by focusing on equality of opportunity.
Equality of opportunity means no matter where children grow up, or how wealthy their parents are,
they should still have every possible chance to build better lives for themselves.
It’s about giving everyone a fair go.

Intergenerational Earnings Elasticity
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More than one quarter of respondents reported
being deprived of two or more essential items,
and 14 per cent are deprived of four or more
essential items.12
This tells us that different institutions, using
different measurements, have all come to the
same conclusion: disadvantage is persistent, it
comes in many forms, and a significant portion
of our population is experiencing it. The level of
disadvantage is more pronounced for people
living in certain parts of Australia.

DISADVANTAGE IS PERSISTENT,
IT COMES IN MANY FORMS,
AND A SIGNIFICANT PORTION
OF OUR POPULATION IS
EXPERIENCING IT.
In June 2015, Jesuit Social Services and Catholic
Social Services Australia produced their fourth
Dropping off the Edge Report into locational
disadvantage. The report uses 22 indicators
to study geographic disadvantage throughout
Australia. It found that in every state there was a
marked degree of geographical concentration of
disadvantage. For example, in Queensland, six
per cent of local communities accounted for half
of the most disadvantaged rankings positions.
The report also found that in those areas where
residents experience high levels of disadvantage,
little has changed over time. 15 years ago, nine
of the 12 locations in the top two bands for New
South Wales were the same as the present listing.
Sadly, as the report states, ‘four waves of research
over a 15-year period have served to confirm
the enduring cumulative social disadvantage
of a relatively small number of localities across
Australia.’13

Australia has a jobs challenge
The biggest cause of poverty in Australia is
unemployment.
In 2012, 61.2 per cent of people living in
households where the main reference person
was unemployed were living below the poverty
line. This contrasts markedly to a much lower
15.9 per cent of those employed part-time and
4.7 per cent for those employed full-time.14

Joblessness is the fastest way into poverty,
and getting a decent job is the fastest way
out of poverty.
In 2008, at the height of the global economic
downturn, the unemployment rate in Australia
reached 5.9 per cent. At that point, about
655,000 Australians were unemployed. Today,
our unemployment rate is at six per cent and
more than 750,000 Australians who want a job
can’t get one.
Underemployment, a measure that arguably
provides a more accurate assessment of
the labour market, is also a significant issue
in Australia. ABS data shows Australia’s
underemployment rate is well above our
unemployment rate, at 9 per cent, up from 2.8 per
cent in 1978. Underemployed workers are people
who want, and are available for, more hours of
work than they currently have.
Consequently, as of November 2015, labour
force underutilisation (the unemployed plus the
underemployed) was 14.3 per cent.15 This is
the real picture of unemployment in Australia.
Australia has a serious jobs challenge.
Australia’s jobs challenge is both cyclical, due to
our transition from the largest investment boom
in our history, and structural, as a consequence
of technological and digital disruption, climate
change, changing demographics and increased
competition in a global economy.
Unemployment and underemployment are
also far higher than the national average for a
number of different groups of people, including
people with disability, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Australians, older Australians and young
people. Similarly, too many women are still being
excluded from the formal labour market. There
are also particular locations of disadvantage
where unemployment remains significantly
higher than the national average across all
demographic groups.
Of course, these figures only tell part of the jobs
challenge story in Australia. They don’t include
the people who have given up looking for work
after years of trying. They don’t tell us about the
many Australians who rely on insecure work, not
knowing how many hours of work they’ll get each
week, or how much pay they’ll take home each
fortnight. They don’t measure the people who
are exploited at work.
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Poverty – an Australian problem.
When we think about poverty, we don’t usually think about Australia – but we should.
For all our economic success, entrenched poverty is a problem in Australia today.
According to the most recent Household Income and Labour Dynamics (HILDA) survey,
11.4 per cent of Australians live on less than half the median income – the widely accepted
measure of income poverty. The 2014 Poverty in Australia report by the Australian Council
of Social Service (ACOSS) found that 13.9 per cent of Australians – or more than 2.5 million
people – live below this poverty line.
While these measures vary slightly, and are sometimes criticised as one-dimensional, their
consistency clearly demonstrates that a significant number of people are living in poverty in
Australia today.
Of particular concern is the evidence that child poverty seems to mirror broader poverty
levels in Australia. The 2014 UNICEF report card into child wellbeing in developed countries
found that while Australia’s child poverty rate has reduced significantly since the Global
Financial Crisis, about 13 per cent of Australian children still live in poverty.
Beyond the statistics, there is the cruel reality that some children in Australia are going
to bed hungry every night. They are going to school each day undernourished and
unprepared to learn and grow.
This affects their whole lives. It limits their opportunities, their choices and their future.
These are our kids – we can and must do better for them.

Female workforce participation

Australians with disability and carers

Female workforce participation still lags far behind
that of men in Australia. According to the ABS,
while the female workforce participation rate has
increased steadily over the last 30 years, growing
from 44.5 per cent in July 1983 to 58.5 per cent in
July 2013, it remains significantly below the rate of
men, which was 71.4 per cent in July 2013.

The rate of employment of people with disability in
Australia is well below the OECD average. A 2011
report by PricewaterhouseCoopers found that
Australia ranked 21st out of 29 OECD countries
in employment rates for people with a disability.
Australia is also ranked worst in the OECD when
it comes to the relative poverty risk for people with
disability.16

We are not faring as well as many other countries
when it comes to supporting women into work.
The 2015 Intergenerational Report showed
Australia’s female participation rate is about four
percentage points lower than the rate in New
Zealand and Canada. This comes at a cost not
just to those women who want to work, but also to
our economy.
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Similarly, carers continue to be employed at rates
well below the rest of the population. In 2012, the
employment rate of carers was just 52.4 per cent,
up from 50.1 per cent in 1998. With more than
800,000 people with disability currently receiving
the Disability Support Pension, and a further
250,000 on the Carer Payment, it is clear that we
must do more to support people with disability
and their carers to participate in the workforce if
and when they are able to do so.

Poverty rates

Percentage of the population below the poverty threshold* (2013 or latest)
Mexico
Turkey
Israel
Chile
United States
Japan
Greece
Korea
Spain
Australia
Portugal
Italy
Estonia
Canada
OECD
United Kingdom
Poland
Belgium
Hungary
New Zealand
Austria
Slovenia
Switzerland
Sweden
Slovak Republic
Luxemborg
Germany
Ireland
France
Norway
Netherlands
Finland
Iceland
Denmark
Czech Republic
Source: OECD Income Distribution Database http://oe.cd/idd

*50% of median equivalised disposable income in each country
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Older Australians
Many older Australians are also struggling to
find and keep work. Australia’s mature age
participation rate of 58.9 per cent (from 2008) is
the 13th highest in the OECD – higher than the
OECD average of 56.3 per cent, but lower than
the United States, the United Kingdom, New
Zealand and Canada.17
The most recent data from the Department of
Social Services indicates that there are currently
more than 140,000 people aged 55-64 on the
Newstart Allowance. Older Australians make up
about a quarter of the population but only 16 per
cent of the workforce.
Australia’s Age Discrimination Commissioner has
reported that 68 per cent of all age discrimination
complaints to the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission concern employment.
Research conducted for the Commission.
Supporting mature age Australians to remain in
the labour market for longer is a key economic
and social challenge.

AUSTRALIA NEEDS A RENEWED
FOCUS ON SUPPORTING YOUNG
PEOPLE TO FIND WORK AND
REACH THEIR FULL POTENTIAL, SO
THAT OUR COUNTRY CAN REACH
ITS FULL POTENTIAL.

Young Australians
Perhaps the single most alarming employment
issue in Australia today is the rate of youth
unemployment.
ABS labour force data released in January
2016 shows that the unemployment rate for
people aged 15-24 is 12.7 per cent, more than
double the national average. While about 82
per cent of people aged 15-19 are in school,
the unemployment rate of those who are not is
currently above 18 per cent.18
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Early school leavers; those who do not have the
experience, qualifications or skills required in the
Australian labour market; newly-arrived young
people; and those living on the urban fringe or in
regional or remote locations with poor transport
links are the most vulnerable to unemployment.
There are areas in Australia where the youth
unemployment rate is significantly higher again.
Not only do these high rates of youth
unemployment create significant risks for those
young people affected, Australia’s economic
future is also put at risk. As our population ages,
youth unemployment risks more than just the
livelihoods of those young people who can’t find
work, it also undermines the income tax base
we will need as a nation to support our ageing
population.
Australia needs a renewed focus on supporting
young people to find work and reach their full
potential, so that our country can reach its full
potential.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australians
Many Indigenous Australians still remain largely
outside the labour market, and there has been
almost no progress in getting Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people into work. According
to the most recent Close the Gap Report, since
2008 there have been no gains made against the
target to halve the gap in employment outcomes
within a decade.

Long-term unemployment
Long-term unemployment refers to people who
have been unemployed for 52 consecutive weeks
or longer. Very long-term unemployment refers
to people who have been unemployed for 104
consecutive weeks or longer. The latest ABS data
reveals long-term unemployment has risen by 10
per cent in the year 2014-2015, to a 16-year high.
As of July 2015, there were more than 173,000
long-term unemployed people in Australia.
This represents about 22 per cent of Australia’s
unemployed population.19

Jobless, job-poor and single
parent families
Many Australians live in either jobless or job-poor
families. A ‘jobless family’ is where there is at
least one dependent person aged 15-64 in the
household, but no one works. ‘Job-poor’ is where
there is at least one dependent person aged
15-64 in the household and usual weekly hours
worked are less than 35 hours.
Australia’s current policies are not succeeding
at moving people into work and keeping them in
work. According to the most recent HILDA data,
22 per cent of Australian families are job-poor and
13 per cent are jobless. Of these, 30 per cent of
households were jobless for at least a year, and
47.5 per cent of households were job-poor for
at least a year. 42 per cent of people in jobless
families and 51.3 per cent of people in job-poor
families in 2004 were still in that position five years

THE INTERGENERATIONAL
TRANSFER OF JOBLESSNESS
UNDERMINES BOTH EQUALITY
OF OUTCOMES AND EQUALITY
OF OPPORTUNITY.
later.
Data from the OECD indicates that Australia
has the second lowest rate of employment of
single parents in OECD countries. Too often, a
single parent family means a family without a job.
Australia also has one of the highest levels of
joblessness amongst families with children across
all OECD countries. Family joblessness is a
particular concern, not just because unemployed
parents return to work at lower rates, but also
because joblessness compounds the risk that
their children will grow up to be jobless and living
in disadvantage as adults.
The intergenerational transfer of joblessness
undermines both equality of outcomes and
equality of opportunity. Family joblessness is also
associated with a higher incidence of poor health
and disability.

Locational unemployment
There are parts of Australia where the number
of unemployed people far exceeds the national
average, and in some cases is nearly double the
average. According to the most recent ABS data,
the areas of Australia with the highest 12-month
average unemployment rates are:
• Wide Bay (QLD)
– 9.9 per cent
• Queensland outback
– 9.7 per cent
• Hunter Valley (NSW)
– 9.7 per cent
• Richmond (NSW)
– 9.1 per cent
• Mandurah (WA)
– 9.1 per cent.
Even more alarming is the high rate of youth
unemployment in some areas of the country:
• Queensland outback
– 32.8 per cent
• Hunter Valley (NSW)
– 21.5 per cent
• South East Tasmania
– 21.4 per cent
• Wide Bay (QLD)
– 20.6 per cent
• Cairns (QLD)
– 20.4 per cent.

Work in Australia is increasingly
insecure
The last 30 years have seen significant changes
in the nature of Australia’s labour market. In
part, these changes are the consequence of
technological change, globalised trade and
shifting consumer preferences.
The challenge for government today is not just
getting certain groups of people into work, but
also responding to the increasing incidence of
insecure work.
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Brian Howe, former Deputy Prime Minister and
Chair of the Independent Inquiry into Insecure
Work, argues that a population of ‘working poor’
is emerging in Australia for the first time since
Federation.20 ‘Working poor’ are people who
work but nonetheless remain unable to get a
home or car loan, plan ahead or afford the things
their children need. Working poor households
remain vulnerable to ‘the slightest financial
crisis’ as a consequence of the insecurity of
their employment.

FOR MANY AUSTRALIANS,
INSECURE WORK MEANS
AN INSECURE LIFE.

Howe’s inquiry defined insecure work as
poor quality jobs that provide workers with
little economic security and little control over
their working lives. While the level of casual
employment has remained about 20 per cent
of the workforce since the early 1990s, Howe’s
report found that there has been an increase in
the length of time people are employed in casual
positions. It found that more than half of all casual
workers have been casually employed in their
current job for more than a year, and more than
325,000 workers have been employed casually in
their current job for more than five years.
More than one million workers in Australia (nine
per cent of the workforce) are independent
contractors. While many people choose to be
independent contractors, others are pressured
into sham contracting arrangements so that an
employer can avoid paying worker entitlements
like superannuation, annual leave and sick leave.
In addition, up to 300,000 workers are employed
through labour hire agencies, with little or no job
security.21
While the increase in part-time and other more
flexible working arrangements can be positive
for people who want it, for others it is making
it difficult to make ends meet. The decline in
the proportion of full-time workers has led to a
deepening division between those in the core
of the workforce and those on the periphery.
Those in the core choose whether to work
full-time, part-time or take a short break, and they
enjoy the entitlements of permanency such as sick
leave, parental leave and training opportunities.
Some in this group are not permanent workers,

18 | AUSTRALIA TODAY

but they have the skills and knowledge required to
change jobs as they wish.
Those on the periphery are employed on various
insecure arrangements, do not know what hours
they will work each week and juggle multiple jobs
in an attempt to earn what they need.22 They don’t
enjoy the same entitlements as full-time or parttime workers, such as paid annual leave or sick
leave.
People without secure work are not able to
properly provide for their family, have few choices
and opportunities, and can’t plan for the future.
For many Australians, insecure work means an
insecure life.

Australia is facing new social and
economic challenges
Three significant demographic shifts are
changing the nature of our workforce, our
families and our society: we are living longer,
more women are in paid work, and family
structures are more complex.
In 1985, about 10 per cent of Australians were
over the age of 65.23 In 2014, that figure was
about 15 per cent, and the Intergenerational
Report suggests it will reach 22 per cent
in another 40 years. While our increasing
life expectancy is certainly good news, the
consequences of this demographic shift
are substantial.
First, it places new demands on the need for
aged care, and new pressures on our retirement
income system. Second, it means a lower portion
of the population is of working age, reducing
income tax revenue and the productive capacity
of the economy.
At the same time, our ageing population
offers new opportunities for us to recognise
and benefit from the contribution of older
Australians. It also creates more employment
opportunities in the aged care sector.
Like the ageing population, increasing
opportunities for women to enter the workforce
is something that should be encouraged and
celebrated. It also means we need to find new
ways of filling the caring roles traditionally
performed by women. This means making
improvements to the way we support families
who juggle work, children and other caring
responsibilities.

The evidence consistently shows that care
provision significantly reduces opportunities for
workforce participation over people’s lives. As
women provide the greater proportion of care for
children and other family members, the effects
of caring on workforce participation are felt most
strongly by women.

These changes are creating new demands
for more complex care arrangements – both
for children and elderly parents. They are also
putting more pressure on single-parent families.
This requires new ways of supporting people to
manage the competing responsibilities of work
and family.

Not surprisingly, the reduction in opportunities to
participate in employment as a result of caring
responsibilities can create considerable costs for
parents and carers, including income insecurity,
de-skilling and poor longer-term work prospects,
lower retirement incomes and poverty in old age,
and negative effects on their overall health and
wellbeing.24

What’s next?

THESE CHANGES ARE CREATING NEW
DEMANDS FOR MORE
COMPLEX CARE ARRANGEMENTS
– BOTH FOR CHILDREN AND
ELDERLY PARENTS. THEY ARE
ALSO PUTTING MORE PRESSURE
ON SINGLE-PARENT FAMILIES.

There have been other significant changes to
the nature of families which exacerbate these
challenges. ABS data shows that the composition
of households over the last 30 years has changed.
Between 1986 and 2011, there was a decline in
the share of family households, from 77.1 per cent
to 71.5 per cent, and an increase in the share of
lone-person households, from 18.8 per cent to
24.3 per cent.25 More people are living alone
than ever before.
In 1976, couple families with dependent children
predominated, representing 46 per cent of all
families, while only 28 per cent were couple-only
families. In 2011, couple-only families were more
common than couple families with dependent
children (38 per cent versus 37 per cent).

Our growth and living standards are far
from guaranteed and we are plagued by
some persistent problems.
Addressing these challenges and forging a
new path to shared prosperity is critical if
we are to protect all we have achieved,
and build on it for future generations.
The following chapters consider Australia’s
performance and policy across seven policy
pillars:
•

Putting jobs first;

•

Investing in the early years;

•

Quality education across life;

•

Balancing work, care and family;

•

Supporting longevity;

•

Building stronger communities;

•

Modernising policy development
and governance.

These chapters also offer policy directions
for the future – to help us meet the challenges,
take advantage of the opportunities, and build
a stronger and fairer Australia.

The incidences of marriage and divorce are also
changing in Australia. The crude marriage rate
(the number of marriages per 1,000 of estimated
resident population) in Australia has fallen from
6.4 per cent in 1993 to 5.1 per cent in 2015.
About 28 per cent of marriages entered into in
1985-1987 could be expected to end in divorce.
This proportion increased to 33 per cent in 20002002.26
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Lititia’s story
“I’m a single mum, raising my 12-year-old
daughter. I work on the minimum wage as
a café attendant and a cook.

“The hours are tough. There are early
starts, late finishes, weekends and
public holidays.

“I’d rather miss out on some experiences
with my daughter than have her miss
out completely.

“Over the years, I have missed seeing
so many of my daughter’s events and
milestones. Birthdays, Christmas, school
concerts, dance recitals, netball games.

“I rely on penalty rates. We live on a
shoestring budget as it is, so we couldn’t
survive without them.

“But by working and missing some of
these things, I can actually afford the
netball fees and the dance lessons,
and I can buy fresh fruit and vegetables
instead of frozen.
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“I am really worried about what will
happen if penalty rates get cut. It’s not
just about my family and families like mine.
It will affect all the small businesses we
support. It would hit whole communities.”

PUTTING JOBS FIRST

A stable job, with decent pay and conditions, is the bedrock of a decent life.
Saving for a home, raising a family, having financial security in retirement –
this is only possible when you have a decent job.
This has been Labor’s guiding philosophy for more than a century.
Over the last 30 years, millions of Australians have reaped the benefits of strong
jobs creation and good wages. This has been the driver of our growing economy.
Yet today in Australia, unemployment is too high. Underemployment and
insecure work are also on the rise, putting more pressure on living standards
and economic security.
When people don’t have the opportunity to work, families, communities and
our nation are all the poorer.
There are young people leaving school unprepared for work or further study.
Their future is uncertain and their potential is wasted.
There are older Australians who are being shoved out of the job they’ve held
most of their adult life, but are too young to retire.
Too many Australians do not know the benefits of work, and some people have
spent more years out of work than in it. They know the breaking of the spirit that
comes with long-term unemployment.
Labor understands that the best way to tackle poverty and reduce inequality is to
ensure that every Australian who can work is able to get a decent job. That’s why
Labor will always put jobs first – job creation and participation, job security and
decent working conditions.
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Why it's important
Economic and social policies
should put jobs first
Economic growth is the most important
precondition for employment creation. Strong,
quality, sustainable economic growth drives job
creation, making more jobs available and allowing
more people to enter the workforce.1
The reverse is also true, with slower growth
leading to higher unemployment. In Australia,
the Organisation of Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) estimates that a one
percentage point deviation from potential GDP
generally translates into about a one per cent
increase in the adult unemployment rate. The
youth unemployment rate usually increases by
about double that.2

These shifts underline two important priorities
for governments in preparing their countries to
capture the gains of economic growth:
•

That the focus must be on employment,
not just growth; and

•

That the most important response to these
shifts is education, training and up-skilling
our labour force.

We need a model for growth that doesn’t just
focus on capital accumulation for some, but on
lifting living standards for all Australians. We need
a model that provides incentives and supports
through the tax and transfer system to generate
greater income and social mobility.
To achieve this, all our economic and social policy
levers should be directed towards achieving
broad-based, job-creating growth.

But growth on its own is not enough.

Our goal should be full employment

While many developed countries are becoming
more productive and recording continued GDP
growth, there is now a disconnect between this
growth and employment – a trend that has been
emerging since the turn of the century.

When it comes to jobs and the economy, our goal
should be making sure everyone who can work is
able to work to their full capacity.

WE SHOULD NEVER BE
COMPLETELY SATISFIED WITH
AN ECONOMY WHERE HUNDREDS
OF THOUSANDS OF AUSTRALIANS
ARE UNEMPLOYED, AND MANY
MORE ARE UNDEREMPLOYED.
This ‘decoupling’ of productivity and growth from
other key economic outcomes is likely to be one
of the most significant shifts in our economy over
coming decades. Signalling a shift in incomes
from labour to capital, it demonstrates the
changing face of business, and increasing use
of technology to replace human involvement in
producing products and services. The digitisation
of services – a combination of increased
computing power and mass data – will shape
our perceptions of employment, including those
previously thought of as high skilled.
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This means putting full employment at the centre
of our policy agenda.
There are longstanding arguments over what full
employment really means, whether it is desirable
and whether it is achievable. Regardless of these
debates, we should never be completely satisfied
with an economy where hundreds of thousands of
Australians are unemployed, and many more are
underemployed. Our ambition should never fall
lower than finding work for all those who want it.
The objective of full employment in the Australian
context is underpinned by a strong safety net
and decent wages. Importantly, the Australian full
employment goal must prioritise improving living
standards and household incomes.
During the Global Financial Crisis, Labor’s
economic stimulus used fiscal policy to drive
employment creation. Today, fiscal, monetary
and tax policy should all be tailored towards
achieving this goal.

Industry, innovation and trade policy should be
directed towards sectors capable of producing
large numbers of quality jobs, both in established
industries as well as emerging industries.
As economist Stephen Koukoulas has said,
to achieve full employment:
‘the structure of the economy needs to
change and even if those changes are
delivered, it will take many years – perhaps
even decades – to deliver a structurally
lower unemployment rate.’3
We won’t achieve this ambition with a single
policy, a single decision or a single government.
But it is a task we should set for ourselves.

THE WAY FORWARD
Putting jobs first
Future Labor governments must always put
jobs first. Our first task, every day, must be
getting more Australians into decent jobs with
fair pay and conditions. Our economic and
social policies should have the core aim of
job creation, job participation and job security.
Future Labor governments should commit to
a full-employment economy.

Quality jobs improve living
standards and reduce inequality
For generations, Australian labour market policy
has focussed on maintaining the critical link
between jobs and improving living standards.
A decent job ensures a decent life. That is why
we have a decent minimum wage, fair penalty
rates and strong employment standards.
And that is why the Labor Party – together with the
union movement – has always fought to protect
the pay and conditions of working people.
But changes in our labour market over the last
30 years have meant that for many, a job no
longer guarantees decent living standards and
economic security. Underemployment, insecure
work, inadequate wages and poor working
conditions are threatening living standards for
many Australians.

This can result in an insecure life, undermining
an individual’s capacity to buy a house, raise a
family or save for retirement.
Protecting Australians from the destructive
aspects of insecure work is important if we
are to successfully balance a growing economy
with fairness and security.
The rate of casual work in Australia has
remained fairly consistent over the last 30 years.4
However, its incidence is often more pronounced
in low-wage industries, meaning people on low
incomes are left particularly vulnerable to the
exigencies of modern life.
We know that casualisation is also increasingly
evident in sectors such as teaching, retail, and
accommodation and food services. For example,
casuals now account for 40 per cent of the
workforce in Australian universities. Casualisation
is also increasing in industries such as
construction, agriculture, forestry and fishing.5
According to the OECD, ‘there is a tight
association between casual work and low
long-term earnings in Australia’6, a view that
was reflected in a December 2014 report by the
Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee,
which found that casualisation can have a range
of negative impacts on workers. These include:
•

Professional development is compromised
as casual workers typically do not have
access to staff training and other development
initiatives that are available to permanent staff.

•

Casual workers typically move in and out
of short-term, low skilled work. This locks
them into a cycle of low skills, low confidence
and job insecurity, further reducing their
chances of finding more secure employment.

•

Job insecurity and lack of professional
development also makes it more likely that
talented individuals may leave the sectors
where they would otherwise like to work.

•

During economic downturns, casual and
insecure jobs are the first to be cut.

•

People employed in casual work are usually
on the lower end of the pay scale.7
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•

Underemployment – workers seeking but
being unable to find more work – represents
an insidious problem. The most recent labour
force statistics show that there are more than
one million underemployed Australians.

Economic commentator Greg Jericho has noted
that the significant increase in underemployment
is largely as a result of increases in the number
of people in part-time work. Since the middle of
2002, while full-time employment has risen by
24 per cent, part-time employment has soared
by 40 per cent:
‘The decline in full-time employment has been
felt most by men. The early 2000s mining
boom saw the first long-term increase in the
percentage of men in full-time work for more
than 30 years. By August 2008, 59.5 per cent of
adult men were in full-time work - up from 57.2
per cent in 2002. Now it is just 55 per cent. But
even women have seen the gains they made
into full-time work eroded by the GFC - falling
from 31.1 per cent to 29.5 per cent.’8
As a consequence of this, a larger proportion
of Australians are currently working less than
average weekly hours. This is partly explained
by the way in which Australian businesses and
workers responded to the GFC in changing hours
rather than changing or losing jobs.
Yet at the same time, more Australians are
working significantly longer hours, reflecting an
increasingly unequal distribution of hours across
the labour market. According to the ABS:
‘While the proportion working 41-49 hours
has remained relatively stable at around 10%
to 13% over the past 32 years, the proportion
working over 50 hours increased from 13% in
1978 to 19% in late 1999 and early 2000, before
falling to around 15% in 2010.’
Another concerning issue in the modern labour
market is wage stagnation. Today, private sector
wages growth is currently growing at an annual
rate of just 2.1 per cent. This is barely above
inflation and the lowest growth rate in almost 20
years.
While real wages have grown by more than 20
per cent over the last thirty-five years, labour
productivity increased by 80 per cent over that
same period. The wage share of GDP dropped
from 62 per cent to 52 per cent, raising concerns
about growing inequality in Australia.9
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Not only are decent wages and conditions
important for protecting and lifting living
standards, they are also the most effective
safeguard against rising inequality. As the
International Labour Organisation has said:
‘Inequality starts in the labour market. Changes
in the distribution of wages and paid employment
have been key factors behind recent inequality
trends.’10
Creating decent jobs with fair wages and
conditions is critical not just for protecting
living standards and overall social wellbeing,
but also for driving long-term economic growth
and reducing inequality.

Many industries are in transition
Industries which once employed large numbers
of people are under pressure from cyclical
factors such as commodity prices and exchange
rate changes as well as structural factors such
as technological change, shifting energy
generation and globalisation. New industries are
increasingly going to be major employers
of Australian workers.
According to the Department of Employment, the
two most notable declines in labour market share
will be in mining and manufacturing, particularly
in the auto industry, with the three motor vehicle
producers due to cease manufacturing cars
in Australia by the end of 2017.11 Independent
modelling from the University of Adelaide
estimates that 200,000 jobs will be lost in
Australia as a result of the closures of the car
companies and throughout the automotive
manufacturing supply chain.12
The fastest growing industries will be health care
and social assistance; education and training;
construction; and professional, scientific and
technical services. Together, these four industries
are projected to provide more than half of total
employment growth over five years to November
2019.13
These significant changes pose risks for workers
if they are unable to adapt and successfully
transition. While these changes will affect workers
across the country, regional and remote areas
are particularly vulnerable to volatile swings in
employment led by structural transitions in the
economy.
Regional and remote communities derive a
larger share of employment from sectors such
as agriculture, forestry and fishing, mining and

manufacturing. As a result of decline in these
sectors, the impact in terms of unemployment
has been much greater for regional Australia.
Supporting these workers to transition from
industries in decline into new and emerging
industries is one of the most pressing challenges
facing governments. It will require a concerted
effort to invest in transferable skills through
retraining and lifelong learning.
Australians adapt faster and better than most.
For example, Australia went from no meaningful
solar industry at the turn of the century to an
industry that supports over 20,000 workers
and 1.5 million household customers today.
We went from lagging the smartphone revolution
to second in the world in smartphone penetration
in just one year. We can make these transitions
work for Australians, but we have to be prepared
to invest in them.

THE DISRUPTION THAT IS LIKELY TO
OCCUR OVER COMING DECADES
RISKS MARGINALISING MANY
AUSTRALIANS. THIS WILL ONLY LEAD
TO GREATER INEQUALITY AS MORE
WORKERS ARE LEFT OUT OF OUR
MODERN LABOUR MARKET.
Governments also have an important role to
play in supporting growth and new investment
in established industries. The food industry,
for example, is already a major contributor to
the Australian economy, employing more than
300,000 people across food and beverage
manufacturing, grocery manufacturing and fresh
produce.14 There is enormous potential to tap into
increasing demands by the rapidly expanding
Asian middle class and other emerging markets
for safe, premium food products, particularly in
luxury and scientific foods.
If Australia’s food and grocery manufacturers
continue to grow and innovate to meet these
demands it could be a major source of new job
creation, particularly in rural and regional areas,
and would help to offset some of the job losses
in other manufacturing sectors, such as
automotive manufacturing.

Technology is transforming the way
we work and do business
New technologies are transforming the types
of jobs Australians have and the way those jobs
are performed.
According to the Foundation for Young
Australians:
‘70% of young Australians are getting their first
job in roles that will either look very different,
or be completely lost in the next 10 to 15 years
due to automation. Nearly 60% of Australian
students are currently studying or training in
occupations where at least two thirds of jobs
will be automated. Over 50% of jobs will require
significant digital skills and yet our young
people are not learning these skills in school.’15
This view is reflected in CEDA’s prediction that
almost five million jobs – about 40 per cent of
today’s workforce – are likely to be replaced in
the next 10-20 years.16
One of the consequences of this has been an
increasing polarisation of the labour market in
many industrial nations, the ‘pattern of changes
in the composition of employment whereby there
is an increase in the share of employment in high
skill jobs, and decrease in the share in middle
skill jobs and an increase in the share in low skill
jobs’.17 According to a study by Michael Coelli
and Jeff Borland, from 1996 to 2011, ‘the
employment share of high skill jobs has
increased significantly, there has been a large
decline in the share of middle skill jobs and a
small decline in the share of low skill jobs’.18
This is, according to many economists, a direct
result of technological change.
The disruption that is likely to occur over coming
decades risks marginalising many Australians.
This will only lead to greater inequality as more
workers are left out of our modern labour market.
Investing in the skills and capabilities of young
Australians is critical if we are to adapt to these
rapid changes. We also need to provide learning
opportunities throughout life, so older workers
can continue to adapt.
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The rise of the sharing economy
brings opportunities and risks
The emergence of the ‘sharing economy’, ‘gig
economy’ or ‘freelance economy’ is changing how
Australians buy and sell goods and services. It is
also changing the way that we think about work,
often dispensing with more traditional employeremployee relationships.
While the shift to more flexible labour markets has
been welcomed by many – and is increasingly a
choice for a larger portion of the workforce –
it does come with some risks:
‘Unlike other trends in this brave new world,
the gig economy seems to represent a
significant shift in what it means to be a worker.
Depending on where you stand, it will either
liberate millions of people to become minientrepreneurs free from the 9-5 grind
or imprison them in a world of low-wage
self-servitude and insecurity.’19
As the Foundation for Young Australians has
argued it in its report, The New Work Order:
‘Many of our current workplace rights and
protections are attached to formal industrial
relations settings. As people transact directly
with one another or manage their working
arrangements through online intermediaries,
lawyers and government officials are
concerned about the loss of workplace
protections like compassionate leave,
maternity leave, penalty rates, insurance, and
workers compensation.’20
Ensuring the sharing economy can thrive in
modern Australia, while also protecting the pay
and conditions of Australian workers that help
them live a decent life, will be a critical for future
governments.

THE WAY FORWARD
Protect wages and conditions
in the sharing economy
To ensure that the rise of the sharing economy
does not undermine living standards, Labor
has announced a policy which would require
new services to support decent wages and
working conditions. Labor’s policy principles
include:
1. Primary property is yours to share.
When Australians use their own cars,
homes or goods to deliver services, rules
and regulations specific to the sharing
economy should apply.
2. New services must support good
wages and working conditions.
When offering services which involve
human labour, sharing economy
companies should ensure their
pricing, employment and contracting
arrangements allow Australians to
achieve work outcomes at least
equivalent to the prevailing industry
standard.
3. Everyone pays their fair share
of tax. Everyone doing business
in the sharing economy must pay
a fair share of tax.
4. Proper protection for public safety.
Sharing economy services must have
the right insurance to protect Australians
if anything goes wrong. Consumers
should also be protected by the
Australian Consumer Law and light-touch
licencing and inspection rules at the
state government level.
5. Access for all. Sharing economy
services should be accessible to
Australians with disabilities. Sharing
economy companies should negotiate
service levels and needs through
accessibility agreements with disability
peak bodies.
6. Playing by the rules. Once tailored,
light-touch rules exist for the sharing
economy, there should be zero
tolerance for companies that continue
to flout Australian laws.
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Consumer-driven care models may
contribute to insecure work

Our future prosperity depends on a
skilled and adaptable workforce

The shift towards consumer-driven care models
is also posing new challenges, particularly in
disability and aged care.

As outlined in Quality Education Across Life,
if Australia is to compete in the globalised,
knowledge economy, we need a highly skilled,
adaptive workforce capable of competing for
the jobs of the future.

Not only are the service sectors some of the
fastest-growing in our economy, new funding
arrangements will mean that consumers, whether
they be people with disability, or users of aged
care services or mental health services, will
increasingly be able to purchase services from
independent contractors.
This is a positive shift for recipients of care,
empowering them to design their own packages
of support and care.
Once it is fully rolled out, the National Disability
Insurance Scheme will see 460,000 people with
disability exercising choice and control over who
they ‘employ’ for a range of different services.
While some services may be purchased from
traditional providers with embedded, permanent
employees, many services will be purchased from
self-employed or contracted providers.

EVEN HIGHLY SKILLED YOUNG
PEOPLE ARE STRUGGLING TO GET
INTO THE LABOUR MARKET, AND
ARE ALSO TAKING LONGER TO FIND
SECURE, PERMANENT EMPLOYMENT.
The separate reforms to disability and aged
care services will be transformational for these
Australians.
However, to ensure people get the quality services
they deserve, we need high-skilled workers to fill
these jobs, and we need to ensure they still have
decent pay and conditions such as sick leave,
parental leave, holiday pay and superannuation.
That means ensuring employees, including casual
workers and those workers employed by labour
hire companies, have the pay and conditions
befitting a high-quality service sector. Undermining
job quality will only serve to undermine the quality
of services that people with disability and older
Australians rightly expect and deserve.

Individuals, employers and the nation as a whole
will all benefit from a world leading education
system, and a strong business culture of training,
up-skilling and re-skilling.
We are currently falling short of what we need
to create and sustain such a workforce.

Many young people are struggling
in the modern labour market
As of January 2016, Australia’s youth
unemployment rate is more than twice the overall
national unemployment rate, at 12.7 per cent.
Since the Global Financial Crisis, notwithstanding
recent improvements, the rate of youth
unemployment has remained stubbornly high.
For many young people, the opportunities that
come with Australia’s modern, dynamic labour
market are not being realised.
The issue of youth unemployment is not confined
to low-income or low-skilled workers. According
to academics Dan Woodman and Johanna Wyn:
‘Compared with earlier cohorts, Australians
leaving school since the 1990s onward have
struggled to establish themselves in the labour
market, even those with the right qualifications
for the job… The number of Australians in their
twenties with full-time work has decreased by
more than half since the 1970s.’21
Even highly skilled young people are struggling
to get into the labour market, and are also taking
longer to find secure, permanent employment.
According to the Foundation for Young
Australians:
•

On average, it takes young people 4.7 years
from leaving full-time education to entering
full-time work. This is significantly higher than
the one year it took in 1986.
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•

The proportion of young people in full time
work has decreased from 52 per cent in 2008
to 42 per cent in 2014.

•

Only 65 per cent of university graduates,
and 58 per cent of Certificate II or higher
graduates are in full time work four months
after graduating.

•

While Australia’s welfare system is modest and
well-targeted by international standards, and most
people move out of the system quickly, there is
always more we can do to support unemployed
Australians into work.

EVERY AUSTRALIAN HAS
SOMETHING TO CONTRIBUTE
TO OUR COUNTRY. WHEN ANY
AUSTRALIAN ABLE TO WORK
CAN’T FIND A JOB, WE ARE
ALL WORSE OFF.

A third of young workers want more work.22

We are now facing a disconnect between
education and employment outcomes for some
young people in Australia. And the longer the
transition from school, university or TAFE to work,
the more difficult it is for young people to get into
the housing market, raise a family or start saving
for their retirement. The Brotherhood of
St Laurence argues:
‘The strengths, talents and potential that
unemployed young people can contribute
to our economy and broader community
are in danger of being wasted… We need to
build their skills and equip them to drive our
economic future. We cannot afford to leave
large numbers of young people at the margins
of the labour market, where they represent an
avoidable dollar cost to public services and
cannot contribute to national growth.’23
Youth unemployment is a waste of the talents
and energies of our young people. We need
to ensure every young Australian has the
opportunity to build decent, stable lives –
and that starts with a decent and stable job.

We need to do more to support
unemployed Australians
The detrimental impacts of unemployment are
widely understood. Unemployment is not just the
clearest indicator of poverty and disadvantage.
It also represents wasted potential. Every
Australian has something to contribute to our
country. When any Australian able to work can’t
find a job, we are all worse off.
With unemployment still stubbornly hovering
around six per cent, with youth unemployment
significantly higher, and with parts of Australia
experiencing much higher than average rates
of unemployment, including intergenerational
unemployment, tackling the scourge of
joblessness is a critical goal of good social policy.
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The speed and engagement of initial support
must be swift, so that people who become
unemployed are re-engaged with the labour
market as soon as possible. Every week and
month disconnected from work makes getting
back into work more difficult.
This is particularly important for families. In
2012, there were 315,000 jobless families with
dependants, comprising 11 per cent of all
families with dependants.24 Jobless families
have compounding consequences as they
can entrench cycles of intergenerational
unemployment and welfare dependence.
Australia also needs to do more to support the
long-term unemployed back into the labour
market. Currently, 66 per cent of job seekers on
income support have been on a payment for more
than a year. We can and must do better for those
people spending their lives on income support.
Without further action, industrial change will
accelerate the number of long-term unemployed.
If people are sick, have a disability or lose their job,
whether they have been unemployed for a short
or long period of time, individual circumstances
require tailored approaches if we are to give
unemployed Australians the best opportunity to
stay out of poverty and get back on track.

Worker exploitation is too common
Throughout 2015, Australia saw a marked
increase in the incidence of worker exploitation.
These included:
•

Myer sub-contractors employing cleaners
on sham contracts resulting in workers
being paid below the award wage, denied
penalty rates and superannuation, and
working without occupational health and
safety protections.

Net minimum wages

US dollars per hour after taxes*, at purchasing power parities (2013)
9.54

Australia

9.24

Luxemborg
Belgium

8.57

Ireland

8.46

France

8.24

Netherlands

8.20
7.55

New Zealand
Germany

7.19

Canada

7.18
7.06

United Kingdom
6.26

United States

5.85

Korea

5.52

Japan

5.37

Spain

5.14

Slovenia

4.87

Israel
Greece

4.42

Portugal

4.41

Poland

3.59

Turkey

3.49
2.99

Slovak Republic

2.84

Czech Republic

2.58

Hungary

2.49

Estonia

2.22

Chile
Latvia
Mexico

1.46
1.01

*Standard adult rate. Most countries have lower
minimum wages for some groups of workers.
Source: OECD (2015)
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•

Systemic exploitation in 7-Eleven stores
involving underpayment of wages, doctoring
of pay records and intimidation of workers.

•

Pizza Hut delivery drivers being paid as
little as $6 per hour in sham contracting
arrangements.

•

Widespread exploitation of workers in Baiada
Group food processing factories, including
workers being required to work dangerously
long hours for less than the award wage.

These are just the cases that have received public
attention. It is likely that these are only the tip of the
iceberg. According to the Fair Work Ombudsman:
‘unlawful employment practices impose
significant costs on individuals and society.
These behaviours create barriers to workforce
participation, weaken the integrity of the
workplace relations system, distort the labour
market and undermine the principles of fair
competition.’25
These malicious and destructive practices must
be stopped. All Australians, no matter what job
they perform or how much they earn, deserve
dignity and fairness in the workplace.

THE WAY FORWARD
Protecting rights at work
To prevent the exploitation of workers and
crack down on dodgy bosses, Labor has
announced that it will put in place a suite of
reforms to protect rights at work, including:

•

Cracking down on the underpayment
of workers, with increased penalties
for employers who deliberately
and systemically avoid paying their
employees properly;

•

Ramping up protections for workers from
sham contracting;

•

Giving the Fair Work Ombudsman
the powers and resources to pursue
employers who liquidate their companies
in order to avoid paying the money they
owe their workers

•

Introducing reforms to ensure that
temporary overseas workers are not
being exploited and underpaid and
that there is a level playing field for all
workers in Australia.
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LEADING CHANGE –
THE INDEPENDENT
INQUIRY INTO
INSECURE WORK
In 2012 the ACTU commissioned an
independent inquiry to investigate
insecure work in Australia and its
impact on workers, their families
and the community.
The Inquiry, headed by former
Deputy Prime Minister Brian Howe
found that the internationalisation
of Australia’s economy over the
past 30 years has undoubtedly
improved living standards in Australia.
However, the same changes have also
seen unprecedented growth of insecure
work – poor quality jobs that provide
workers with little economic security and
little control over their working lives.
• Almost one quarter of all employees
in Australia (23.9% or 2.2 million
workers) and one fifth of the total
workforce are engaged in casual
employment.
• Fixed-term employment accounts
for just over 4% of all employees,
heavily concentrated in a few sectors
such as education.
• Over one million workers in
Australia (9% of the workforce)
are independent contractors.
Many contractors are in reality
economically dependent on a single
client, and a significant number of
contractors are pressured into sham
contracting.
• Up to 300,000 workers are employed
through labour hire agencies, with
little or no job security.

The Inquiry recommended Australia pursue universality in labour law by:
• Expanding definitions of employers and employees;
• Reforms to better capture indirect employment arrangements like labour hire and
dependent contracting;
• Establishing a firmer definition of casual work; and
• Expanded National Employment Standards that create a set of inclusive minimum
standards that protect all employees.
It also recommends that:
• The Fair Work Commission should be given stronger powers to determine where joint
employment relationships exist and to grant ‘Secure Employment Orders; and
• A licensing system for the labour hire industry should be established.
• The report also makes clear that improving labour market regulation is only part of the
answer. Investing in workforce skills and productivity are just as important in addressing
the challenges posed by insecure work. These include:
• A broader focus on work-life transitions, rather than the narrow preoccupation with the
transition between employment and unemployment.
• A commitment to lifelong learning, including a call for the ACTU to investigate learning
accounts as a model for investing in the capability of workers over the lifetime.
• Reform to Australia’s tax and transfers system to provide a stronger safety net by:
• Addressing the inadequacy of the Newstart Allowance;
• Simplifying income declaration systems; and
• Abolishing the Liquid Assets Waiting Period.
• Changes to the way Job Services Australia interacts with forms of insecure work
such as labour hire.
Finally, the report recommended that governments at all levels make stronger use of their
leverage as employers, funders and purchasers to support secure forms of employment.
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Current employment
policy in Australia
Protecting decent pay and conditions
Following the repeal of the Liberals’ radical
WorkChoices legislation in 2009, Australia’s labour
market has been regulated by the Fair Work Act,
which mandates the national minimum wage,
10 mandatory conditions for employment known as
National Employment Standards, as well as
a system of awards for certain industries.
The Fair Work Act has delivered strong outcomes
for Australian workers.
The Review Panel into the Implementation of the
Fair Work Act noted that:
‘since the FW Act came into force important
outcomes such as wages growth, industrial
disputation, the responsiveness of wages to
supply and demand, the rate of employment
growth and the flexibility of work patterns
have been favourable to Australia’s continuing
prosperity, as indeed they have been since the
transition away from arbitration two decades
ago.’26
More recently the Productivity Commission
Review of the Workplace Relations Framework
noted that that Labor’s Fair Work system is
fundamentally sound.
The national minimum wage is currently $17.29
per hour, or $656.90 per 38-hour working week
(before tax). This amounts to about 54 per cent
of the median wage. Casual employees covered
by the national minimum wage receive the hourly
rate plus at least a 25 per cent casual loading.
Australia’s minimum wage has been decreasing
relative to the median and average wages. As
detailed in Federal Labor’s submission to the Fair
Work Commission’s Annual Wage Review in 2015:
‘The decline in the minimum wage, relative to the
wages of a typical worker, reflects the increase in
earnings inequality that has occurred in Australia
over the past generation. From 1975 to 2014, real
wages increased by 72 per cent for the top tenth
of earners, but by 23 per cent for the bottom
tenth of earners. If cleaners and retail staff
had enjoyed the same wage gains as financial
dealers and surgeons, they would be earning
an extra $16,000 a year. Australia is one of only

32 | PUTTING JOBS FIRST

four OECD countries where the minimum wage
relative to the average wage is decreasing…. If
the trend continues Australia may be in the same
position as countries where ‘working poor’ is a
fair description of low income earners.’27
The maintenance of a strong minimum wage is a
key safeguard against poverty and inequality, and a
protector of living standards. That is why the Labor
Party, alongside the trade union movement, has
spent generations fighting for a fair minimum wage.
Ever since the Harvester judgment, there are some
who have argued that the minimum wage is too
high and that it acts as a handbrake on jobs and
growth. This view is increasingly understood to be
incorrect.
The standing assumption today is – at the very least
– that the minimum wage does not have a large
adverse effect on employment. Even free market
journals such as The Economist now admit this
reality.28
For Labor, the minimum wage is more than an
essential strand in the social safety net – it is a
driver of economic growth and an enabler of our
great middle class. A strong national minimum
wage is the foundation for the determination of
award wages, in turn supporting middle class
families and their consumption, with the flow-on
benefits to economic growth.

THE WAY FORWARD
Maintain a fair minimum wage
that protects low-income
workers without compromising
job-creation
Australia should maintain a fair minimum
wage so that we can protect the link
between work, income and living standards.
The important role of the minimum wage
in protecting low-income workers and
families from poverty must be recognised
and safeguarded. It should continue to
be a core component of our labour market.
The minimum wage should be enough for
people to build stable and secure lives.

In addition to the conditions in the Fair Work
Act, certain industries are covered by additional
workplace entitlements in modern awards. These
awards are negotiated on an industry-by-industry
basis. Workers covered by these awards are
entitled to the conditions of employment set out in
the award.
As part of this process, the union movement
makes a critical contribution toward protecting the
pay and conditions of Australian workers. In many
industries, without a collective bargaining process,
individual workers risk having their working
conditions undermined.
During a 2014 visit to Australia, when Nobel
Laureate Joseph Stiglitz was asked what Australia
has done right that the United States had not, he
nominated one thing: unions. He said:
‘You have been able to maintain stronger trade
unions than the United States. The absence
of any protection for workers, any bargaining
power, has had adverse effects in the United
States.’29
Decent pay and conditions, and the people that
work to achieve them, are important protectors
against inequality. As Shadow Assistant Treasurer
Andrew Leigh has said, ‘Unions aren't just the
organisations that brought us the eight hour day
and the weekend. They're also the most important
social movement towards egalitarianism.’30
Most recently, the IMF published a report which
demonstrated the important role of unions in
tackling inequality.31
The importance of maintaining these hard-fought
entitlements cannot be overstated. Not only do
they prevent the exploitation of workers, they
provide a set of standards which ensure that
every working Australian can live a decent life
with decent pay, have some time away from work,
and be protected from unforeseen events such
as illness and care for family. Protecting current
working conditions from conservative attacks –
such as the Liberal Party’s WorkChoices policies
– is critical.
In December 2014, the Liberal Government
referred Australia’s Fair Work laws to the
Productivity Commission for inquiry. The
Commission handed down its findings
in December 2015. In its final report, the
Commission found that Australia’s workplace
relations system is well-functioning:

‘Many features work well — or at least well
enough — given the requirement in any system
for compromises between the competing and
sometimes conflicting goals the community
implicitly has for the system.’32
The report also found:
‘minimum wages are justified, and the view
that existing levels are highly prejudicial to
employment is not well founded’.
The Commission also said that workplace awards
‘are an important safety net and useful benchmark
for employers.’33
However, the Commission did recommend
changes to penalty rates, despite acknowledging
that they are an important part of our safety net:
‘Penalty rates have a legitimate role in
compensating employees for working long
hours or at asocial times. However, Sunday
penalty rates for hospitality, entertainment,
retailing, restaurants and cafés are inconsistent
across similar work, anachronistic in the
context of changing consumer preferences,
and frustrate the job aspirations of the
unemployed and those who are only available
for work on Sunday.’
Labor believes that penalty rates are important
compensation for workers who – because of the
nature of their work – are forced to spend time
away from their family. Many of those people who
rely on Sunday penalty rates are already on low
incomes. Further reducing their incomes would
undoubtedly threaten their already precarious
living standards.

THE WAY FORWARD
Protect the incomes of people
who rely on penalty rates
Any proposal that reduces the overall
incomes of workers who rely on penalty
rates should be rejected. Australians who
are forced to sacrifice time with their families
should be duly compensated. They don’t
deserve to have their living standards
undermined through cuts to their wages
and conditions.
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Income support for Australians
of working age
Australia’s system of income support for people
of working age includes the Newstart Allowance,
the Disability Support Pension, Carer Payment,
Parenting Payments, Youth Allowance and
Austudy.
For a discussion of the Family Tax Benefit system
see Investing In The Early Years.
Despite false and misleading claims by the Liberal
Government that social security spending in
Australia is out of control, the facts tell a different
story. Australia is widely recognised as having one
of the most targeted transfer systems in the world.
The Treasury’s taxation review, Australia’s Future
Tax System, said:
‘Public spending on cash benefits is lower
than in many other countries and is only 70 per
cent of the OECD average. Australia has the
most progressive benefits system in the OECD.
Because of the design of assistance payments
and taxes, Australia’s system of redistribution is
very efficient in that there is minimal churning,
and most money is transferred to low income
households.’34
The OECD reports that Australia spends
comparatively less on welfare than other
developed nations. Expenditure on welfare in
Australia accounted for just 8.6 per cent of GDP in
2013, compared to the OECD average of 13 per
cent. Australia’s spending on income support for
unemployed Australians is about 0.5 per cent of
GDP, compared with the OECD average of about
one per cent.35

Our system of social protection is strong and
sustainable, but we should always look at new
ways to improve the system.

AUSTRALIA IS WIDELY RECOGNISED
AS HAVING ONE OF THE MOST
TARGETED TRANSFER SYSTEMS
IN THE WORLD.

Payment adequacy
A significant concern of welfare groups,
academics, business, unions and policy makers
is the current rate of the Newstart Allowance. The
net replacement rate for the Newstart payment for
a single person is equivalent to just 28 per cent of
the average wage. That compares with an average
of 47 per cent in other major English-speaking
nations, such as Canada, Ireland, New Zealand,
United Kingdom and the United States. While the
mechanisms for supporting the unemployed differ
in each of these countries, there is no denying
that income support for unemployed Australians is
very low by international standards.
As a consequence of the low rate of Newstart
in Australia, many recipients of unemployment
benefits are living in poverty. As at June 2015,
there were about 748,000 Australians receiving
Newstart Allowance, of whom about 550,000
are on the full rate, meaning they recorded no
other income. For these Australians, their annual
income is:
•

$13,608 for a single person (approximately 31
per cent of equivalised median income);

Despite the alarmist claims by the current
government, the proportion of people on income
support in Australia is in decline, and has been so
since around 1996.36 According to Professor Peter
Whiteford from the Australian National University:

•

$24,575 for a couple combined (around 37
per cent of equivalised median income).

‘the proportion of people receiving welfare
payments peaked at nearly one in four of the
working-age population in 1996, before falling
to one in six in 2008, just before the global
financial crisis. After the GFC, the (adjusted)
proportion of working age people receiving
benefits rose to 17.5 per cent in 2010, then
started to fall again, reaching 16.7 per cent
in 2014.’37

According to the Australian Council of Social
Service, the people most likely to be living in
poverty in Australia today are those who are
unemployed (61.2 per cent), or in a household
that relies on social security as its main source
of income (40.1 per cent), and particularly on
the Newstart Allowance (55.1 per cent) or Youth
Allowance (50.6 per cent).38
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Most would also receive Rent Assistance, and
families would receive Family Tax Benefits.

Not only does this mean that Newstart Allowance
recipients are unable to buy basic necessities
for themselves and their families, but it is now
increasingly recognised that the low rate of
Newstart acts as a significant barrier to recipients
finding work.
The Business Council of Australia has argued:
‘the rate of the Newstart Allowance for
jobseekers no longer meets a reasonable
community standard of adequacy and may
now be so low as to represent a barrier to
employment.’39
There is also widespread concern that single
parent families risk particular hardship on the
Newstart Allowance. Not only is it harder to
support a family on a single income (or a single
income support payment), caring arrangements
can also be more difficult and complex for single
parents.
Newstart is clearly not the safety net it is
supposed to be. It is neither keeping people out
of poverty nor providing them with the financial
resources they need to look for and find work.
Consideration of the adequacy of Newstart
needs to go beyond the payment itself to the
broader support frameworks that are in place,
with the overwhelming focus of getting people into
employment. This includes measures to assist in
employment and training, as well as programs to
assist with families balancing work and care.

THE WAY FORWARD
Address the adequacy
of Newstart
To address high rates of poverty in Australia
amongst those who are unemployed, and
tackle growing inequality, a future Labor
government should undertake an independent
review of the adequacy of the Newstart
Allowance. This should be done against two
primary objectives – alleviating poverty and
encouraging work. The review should also
consider the adequacy of Newstart for people
raising families – particularly single parents.

The structure of Australia’s working
age payment system
Different reviews of Australia’s working age
payments system over the past 15 years have
all recognised its complex nature and the need
to tackle high effective marginal tax rates which
create disincentives to work.
The first McClure review in 2000 recommended
that all current payments be collapsed into a
single base payment of all eligible persons, with
needs-based additional payment paid depending
on individual circumstances (family, disability etc).
These would then be added to by ‘participation
supplements’ to assist with the cost of achieving
economic participation.
The 2010 tax review led by Ken Henry stated:
‘The primary focus of the income support
system has been and should continue to be
the provision of a minimum adequate level of
income to people who are unable to support
themselves through work or their savings.
This focus on payments adequacy however,
has to be balanced with incentives to work.
And payments need to be seen as affordable,
sustainable and fair by the community at large.’40
Overall, the Henry Review found that current
income support policy settings ‘do not adequately
reflect changing employment patterns and changes
in the composition of the working-age population.’41
It recommended significant changes to
the structure of the payments system, with
consolidation of all current payments into three
categories of payment: a pension category, a
participation category and a student category.
‘Pensions would be paid at the highest rate
in recognition that people eligible for them
are likely to rely on them fully for a long time.
Participation payments would be paid at a
lower rate to maintain incentives to work.
Student assistance for adults would continue
to be paid below the participation rate on the
basis that it is intended to be supplemented by
other means.’42
Patrick McClure’s 2015 report, A New System for
Better Employment and Social Outcomes, again
found that ‘Australia’s social support system needs
major reform to deliver better outcomes for all
Australians now and into the future.’43
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The report argues for a simpler and more
sustainable income support system as a
critical pillar of reform.
The Australian Council of Social Service has also
contributed substantially to the debate on the
structure of income support. In its submission
to the second McClure Welfare Review, ACOSS
argued that the distinction between allowances
and pensions is outdated and needs reform:
‘The problem is not that there are too many
payments. It is that that the payments are not
based on people’s financial needs. Instead
they are based on increasingly complex and
obscure assessments of people’s future
employment potential – whether they are
‘unable’ to work and therefore deserving of
more support, or ‘able to work’ and therefore
partly at fault. This policy thinking not only
clashes with a basic tenet of fairness: that
income support should be based on need. It
also runs counter to employment participation
policies because the closer people get to paid
employment, the greater the risk that they
will be transferred to a lower payment. This is
the fear that stops many people on DSP from
seeking employment.’44
To remedy this ACOSS advocates for a new
payment structure along the lines of that proposed
by the first McClure Review – a single income
support payment with supplements based on need:
‘The solution to these problems is to remove
the distinction between pensions, allowances
and student payments and replace them with a
common income support payment level that is
adequate to cover the cost of life’s essentials.
People with extra costs, including the costs
of a disability, the costs of care, and the extra
costs of caring for a child alone, should receive
supplementary payments in addition to any
entitlement they may have to the common
income support payment.’45

THE WAY FORWARD
Simplify working age payments
Australia’s payment system is well-targeted but
complex. Future Labor governments should
give further consideration to appropriate ways
of simplifying payments system, including the
recommendations of the Henry Review.
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Active labour market programs
According to the OECD, Australia spends about
0.3 per cent of GDP on active labour market
programs (such as employment services, training
and job subsidies), which is around half the OECD
average but close to the average for high-income
non-European countries.46
While the past 20 years has seen a number of
changes to Australia’s labour market, services
for unemployed Australians have remained
essentially the same. The most recent iteration,
Jobactive, sees income support recipients
referred by Centrelink to either a not-for-profit
or for-profit jobseeker support service, where
they are provided help to look for work. At the
same time, most jobseekers are required to
complete ‘Work for the Dole’ activities for the
period on which they are on income support,
as well as being required to complete different
participation requirements.47
In 2013, the OECD released a report into
Australia’s active labour market programs,
titled Activating Jobseekers: How Australia Does
It. The report found Australia to be a world leader
in employment participation, while having
relatively low levels of benefit dependency.
These are the two most important indicators
of the success of the system of support for
unemployed Australians.48
Whether active labour market programs
themselves are responsible for these figures
is of some dispute. A recent review of the
evidence on outcomes from active labour market
programs in Australia by Professor Jeff Borland
of the University of Melbourne concluded that
the effect of active labour market programs
themselves is very small.49
Borland argues that mainstream active labour
market programs do not by themselves have
a major impact on the rate of unemployment.
Instead, the rate of unemployment depends
primarily on the rate of employment growth,
and labour market programs do not significantly
affect the total number of jobs that are available
in the economy.
The main policy response to high unemployment
should continue to be to achieve higher rates of
economic growth. Nevertheless, active labour
market programs can have a positive impact on
job seekers when they are comprehensive,

rigorously assessed and tailored to address the
often complex barriers to work experienced by
disadvantaged groups of unemployed.
In relation to the specific interventions that job
agencies provide for unemployed Australians,
Borland finds that:
•

Outcomes for the unemployed from active
labour market programs are directly related to
the scale of intervention. For job-seekers with
high levels of disadvantage, interventions need
to be comprehensive and tailored to the specific
needs of those groups. Programs that work are
likely to be relatively expensive.

•

Counselling or support with job searching for
job seekers has little effect. This is especially
the case for programs that involve a limited
scale of intervention but are targeted at
highly disadvantaged groups such as longterm unemployed. High-needs groups need
comprehensive supports.

•

Job search verification programs can have quite
large effects in shifting job-seeker participants
off income support.

•

Participation in active labour market programs
– even for programs deemed compulsory –
will depend to a significant extent on how the
program is implemented by case managers.

•

Private sector job creation programs, such
as wage subsidies, are effective in improving
employment outcomes for job-seekers.

•

•

By contrast, public sector job creation
programs generally have a zero or negative
effect on outcomes for job-seekers. The major
weaknesses of these programs are the lack of
skill development and the absence of a pathway
to a permanent job.
Evidence on formal education and training
programs is mixed. There is some evidence
that training programs have larger long-run than
short-run effects.

These findings reinforce the view that active
labor market programs should be highly targeted
to the needs of particular groups, and involve
comprehensive, wraparound services that address
the barriers to work experienced by disadvantaged
people. A one-size-fit-all approach does not help
unemployed Australians into work.

The centrepiece of the current system of support
for unemployed Australians is Work for the Dole. In
2014, the Liberals extended this program and made
it compulsory for 18-29 year olds in priority areas. In
early 2016, the Government released an evaluation
of the program. It found little improvement in
outcomes for participants:
‘It is estimated that in the short-term WfD 201415 resulted in an additional 2 percentage
point increase in the probability of job seekers
having a job placement controlling for other
characteristics (from a low baseline of 14%).
Furthermore, moving off income support
increased by an additional 2 percentage points,
compared to what would occur in the absence of
WfD14-15 (from a baseline of 13%).’50

Long-term unemployed
In addition to mainstream job services, long-term
unemployed Australians may also receive:
•

A Job Commitment Bonus of up to $6,500
for long-term unemployed young job seekers
that find and keep that job for 24 months.51

•

Relocation Assistance of up to $6,000 for
long-term unemployed job seekers who
move to take up a job.52

THE WAY FORWARD
Back-to-work strategy for the
long-term unemployed
Future Labor governments should prioritise
long-term unemployment by developing
a comprehensive program for supporting
the long-term unemployed back into the
labour market. This program should be
underpinned by strong targets, more rigorous
data collection and reporting. We must do
more to help Australians avoid the significant
hardship and instability that comes with
long-term unemployment.
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Youth employment services

Support for people with disability

As youth unemployment hovers around double
the rate of unemployment for all Australians,
services that help young people into work form a
critical component of support for the unemployed.

Despite significant investment in supports for
people with disability to assist them to find work,
the rate of employment for people with disability in
Australia is still very low by international standards.
With approximately 45 per cent of people
with disability living on or near the poverty line,
people with disability are among some of the
most disadvantaged in Australia.

In addition to mainstream employment services,
the Commonwealth Government also funds a
number of initiatives aimed at improving the labour
market participation of particularly disadvantaged
groups.
In 2015, the Commonwealth Budget included
about $330 million for new measures aimed at
improving employment prospects for young
people. These included:
•

•

A new Youth Transition to Work program
aimed at young people who are disengaged
from work and study and are at risk of
long-term welfare dependence.
Intensive support for key groups of vulnerable
job seekers, including disadvantaged
young people with mental health issues and
vulnerable young migrants.

These new investments follow the harsh cuts to
young jobseekers in the 2014 Budget. These
measures include:

According to the most recent ABS data,
the labour force participation rate of people
with disability is 53 per cent, well below the
83 per cent employment rate of people without
disability. This has changed little over the last
20 years.53 Labour force participation for women
with disability is even lower, at 49 per cent.
Both the type and the severity of disability
impact the labour market outcomes of people
with disability across Australia. Of the five main
disability groups, in 2012, physical disability
affected two thirds of those people with disability
of working age, followed by psychological
disability (21 per cent) and sensory or speech
disability (20.4 per cent). 2012 ABS data also
indicates that:

•

A proposal to require unemployed jobseekers
under 30 wait six months before getting
access to income support. This measure has
since been amended to apply for one month
to jobseekers under the age of 25.

‘Of people aged 15-64 years with disability,
one-quarter (24.8%) had profound or severe
disability, while nearly half (47.9%) had
moderate or mild disability. Just over onequarter (27.4%) of people with disability did
not have a core activity limitation, yet they
may have had a schooling or employment
restriction.’54

•

A proposal to reduce the eligibility age for
Newstart from 25 to 22, reducing payments
for young unemployed people by about $48
per week.

Helping these people find work is a critical part
of helping people with disability live decent lives.
This will require tailored solutions depending on
the type and severity of their disability.

•

The abolition of Youth Connections, a highly
successful program aimed at supporting
young people at risk to remain engaged, or reengage in education or training and ultimately
to successfully transition work.

People with disability are currently supported
by the Commonwealth to find work in three
predominant ways:

•

The abolition of the Partnership Brokers
Program, a service aimed at building
community capacity in order to improve
education and transition outcomes for all
young people.
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•

Wage subsidised employment at Australian
Disability Enterprises;

•

The National Disability Insurance Scheme;

•

Disability Employment Services, which aim to
support people with disability into mainstream
employment.

LEADING CHANGE – THE BROTHERHOOD OF ST LAURENCE
The Brotherhood has proposed a number of different ideas to help
government boost youth employment.
1.

Assist young people to improve their job readiness
• Establish a national Youth Transitions Service to enable young people who are
unemployed to become work-ready and connect with employment opportunities.
• Tailor the implementation of Work for the Dole and the Green Army to provide
a stepping stone into ongoing mainstream employment for young people
experiencing disadvantage in the labour market.

2.

Lift school outcomes for our most disadvantaged young people
• Intensify efforts to raise educational outcomes by establishing a COAG target
for 90 per cent of young people from low socioeconomic backgrounds to
complete Year 12.
• Work with the states and territories to establish a system to immediately identify,
and engage support for, those who leave school prematurely.
• Work with the states and territories to overhaul the delivery of VET in schools so
that it provides an effective pathway into higher-level vocational study or work.

3.

Reform the training system to better prepare young people for work
• Lift the performance of the vocational education and training system.
• Assist young people to break the cycle of homelessness and disadvantage by
opening a network of Youth Foyers in TAFE Institutes across Australia that focus on
education, training and skills development.

4.

Stimulate the availability of entry-level opportunities for young people
• Establish a youth-specific wage subsidy program targeted at 19 to 24-year-olds
that prepares young people for work and supports employers to develop the skills
of the young person.
• Arrest the decline in apprenticeships and traineeships.
• Establish a dedicated trainee and apprenticeship scheme in the Australian
public sector to ensure that entry-level opportunities are available in government
departments and agencies for young people who experience disadvantage in the
labour market.
• Require contractors undertaking publicly-funded projects of substantial size to
provide structured employment and training opportunities for young people.

5.

Harness the efforts of business, governments and communities to tackle
youth unemployment
• Trial a collective impact approach to harness community-wide efforts to address
youth unemployment in ten areas of socioeconomic disadvantage.
• Establish a Ministerial Taskforce on Youth Employment that reports to Cabinet, to
drive a whole-of-government approach to boosting youth employment.
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•

In 2010, the Labor Government introduced
the new Disability Employment Services,
(formerly Disability Employment Network and
Vocational Rehabilitation Services) to provide
support for people with disability to find work
in mainstream jobs. For the first time, access
to Disability Employment Services
was uncapped.

•

Disability Employment Services are delivered
by a network of for- and not-for-profit
organisations around Australia. They provide
support that includes:

•

help to prepare for work including training in
specific job skills;

•

job search support such as resume writing,
interview skills training and help to look for
suitable jobs;

•

support when initially placed into a job,
including on-the-job training and co-worker
and employer support;

•

purchase of vocational training and other
employment-related assistance;

•

access to help for an employer if required,
such as workplace modifications, support
services and Auslan interpreting in the
workplace.

BOTH BUSINESS AND
GOVERNMENTS CAN AND
SHOULD DO MORE TO
PROVIDE MORE EMPLOYMENT
OPPORTUNITIES FOR PEOPLE
WITH DISABILITY.
Between 2010 and 2013, these reforms led to
an increase in the number of people receiving
services by 46 per cent, and a 100 per cent
increase in the job placements. According to an
evaluation of the Disability Employment Services
model:
‘In real terms, that is, after statistical
adjustment for labour market conditions and
participant characteristics, DES [the current
system] outperformed VRS [the previous
system] by 7 percentage points on both
Job Placement and 26 Week Employment
Outcome rates.’55
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These changes were accompanied by reforms
to the Disability Support Pension to encourage
people to find work. Since July 2012, Disability
Support Pension recipients under the age of 35
with some capacity to work have been required
to develop participation plans. Disability Support
Pension recipients are also now allowed to work
up to 30 hours without their payment being
cancelled or suspended.
The National Disability Insurance Scheme is also
transforming supports for people with disability,
including improving supports for people who
are looking for work or who are already working.
The NDIS funds supports that sit outside the job
service agencies, as well as assistance for people
with disability who are working where they require
those supports no matter what activity they are
undertaking.
Australia needs to do more to tackle institutional
discrimination and create disability friendly
workplaces, while at the same time ensuring
the payments system incentivises work without
punishing people with disability struggling to
get into the labour market. Both business and
governments can and should do more to provide
more employment opportunities for people
with disability.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improved support for people
with disability to find work
To improve the low rates of employment of
people with disability in Australia, and help
bring Australia in line with the employment
rate of people with disability in other
countries, future Labor governments should
consider explicit measures to promote
disability employment. These measures
could include:

•

•
•
•

Greater linkages between the NDIS
and Disability Employment Services,
including the unbundling of DES
funding to improve the quality of
employment services
Setting employment targets in the public
service for people with disability.
Supporting ADEs to continue employing
people with disability and pay fair wages.
Working with business to increase
employment of people with disability
in the private sector.

Indigenous employment services

Locations of high disadvantage

The rate of unemployment of Indigenous
Australians is a cause for national shame. Not only
are Indigenous people less likely to participate
in the labour force, they are also more likely
to work part-time or be underemployed if they
do participate.56

There are places around Australia that continue
to experience rates of unemployment well above
the national average. In some communities, more
than 10 per cent of people are unemployed.
Youth unemployment is as high 23 per cent in
some areas.

Despite significant investment in programs to
support Indigenous Australians into work, there
has been little progress.

Many of these communities are in regional
areas. Other than during times of rapid growth in
mining and related industries, regional Australia
has consistently displayed higher rates of
unemployment than in the capital cities. People
living in remote and regional communities are also
more likely to contend with other general barriers
to employment.

Indigenous participation in the labour market
also varies depending on location.
‘In 2011, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
working age people living in major cities were
more likely to be in the labour force than
those living elsewhere, with 61% participating.
Labour force participation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people was lowest in
remote and very remote areas: around a half
were participating in the labour force. Overall,
labour force participation for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander working age people
declined as remoteness increased.’57

Out-of-pocket health costs are higher, incomes
are lower, chronic disease rates are higher for
people living in rural and regional Australia and a
lack of transport options all increase the relative
disadvantage. Similarly, regional students are, on
average, a year behind their city peers in terms of
educational attainment, and remote students are
up to two years behind.

Supports and services for Indigenous people
to find work has undergone significant change
in recent years, with the introduction of a new
Remote Jobs and Communities Program in 2013,
replacing the former Community Development
and Employment Program (CDEP).

People living in regional areas distant from and
poorly connected to major centres of employment
growth will face strong geographic barriers to
finding a full-time job or keeping well-paid jobs.
Particular attention should be given to developing
place-specific responses in areas of high
unemployment.

The RJCP combined Job Services Australia,
Disability Employment Services and CDEP to
create a single new assistance provider in remote
communities. Providers are required not only
to provide support to individual jobseekers, but
also to work with communities to development
Community Action Plans to drive job creation in
remote areas.

SIMILARLY, REGIONAL STUDENTS
ARE, ON AVERAGE, A YEAR BEHIND
THEIR CITY PEERS IN TERMS
OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT,
AND REMOTE STUDENTS ARE UP
TO TWO YEARS BEHIND.

After just two years of operation, it now appears
that the Liberal Government will abolish the RJCP
and replace it with a new regime, the Community
Development Program.
As Borland and other economists have shown,
different people in different communities require
different supports. A one-size-fits-all approach
to Indigenous unemployment will fail. Any new
program must recognise this.
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A TRANSITIONAL LABOUR MARKET APPROACH
TO MAINSTREAM EMPLOYMENT SERVICES?
Labour market economists and social policy researchers are recognising the
increasingly complex life cycles in the modern world, and are adopting new
approaches to labour market theory to adapt to these changes.
German economist Gunther Schmid’s Transitional Labour Market approach is an
important contribution. Recognising that historical transitions from school to work
to retirement are no longer applicable, Schmid identifies five major life course
transitions:
• between education and employment;
• between (unpaid) caring and employment;
• between unemployment and employment;
• between retirement and employment; and
• between precarious employment and permanent employment.
He argues that people will undertake these transitions at multiple times throughout
their careers. If properly equipped, people can turn these moments of risk into
moments of opportunity. For Schmid, good transitions should:
• empower individuals by building or maintaining their employment capacity;
• provide active support instead of passive payments;
• establish a balance between central regulation and individual or local flexibility;
and
• stimulate networks and cooperation.
Policies that support people to manage these risks should ultimately help people
to build successful working lives. To do this, proponents of a transitional labour
market approach in Australia argue that governments should still adopt traditional
social protection initiatives, such as unemployment insurance and/or social
assistance. However, they argue that governments should also adopt or encourage
innovative social investment policies, such as employment insurance or lifelong
learning accounts that assist people to take up further learning opportunities
throughout their lives.
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As part of the 2011-2012 Budget, the Gillard
Labor Government announced the Building
Australia’s Future Workforce package, which
included measures to tackle unemployment
in areas of significant disadvantage. These
communities were:
•

Playford in South Australia;

•

Hume and Greater Shepparton in Victoria;

•

Bankstown, Shellharbour and Wyong in New
South Wales;

•

Burnie in Tasmania;

•

Logan and Rockhampton in Queensland; and

•

Kwinana in Western Australia.

The package included the Better Futures, Local
Solutions program, a place-based approach
to assisting disadvantaged and long-term
job seekers to become workforce ready. The
measures included:
•

Jobs and Skills Expos, which assisted
with linking unemployed individuals with
employment and training opportunities.

•

Local Connections to Work, which brought
together State and Commonwealth agencies,
Job Services Australia providers and local
employers to aid disadvantaged people in
finding work.

•

Case Coordination to supported customers
through early intervention and a tailored
approach to meeting their individual needs.

There was also investment in more assistance
for teenage parents on income support, jobless
families and other vulnerable groups, to support
children and families and help parents enter or
return to the workforce. The measures included:
•

Place-based income management in
Playford, Bankstown, Rockhampton,
Logan and Greater Shepparton.

•

Compulsory participation requirements for
about 22,000 parents who were disengaged
from the workforce and receiving income
support to attend compulsory interviews
with Centrelink caseworker. This was to
ensure their children were school ready
and to address any prevocational barriers
to future employment.

•

A program for teenage parents living in
trial communities and who were receiving
Parenting Payment to develop an individual
participation plan. The participation plan
focussed on education pathways, including
school completion, foundation skills or
certificate level qualifications.

THE WAY FORWARD
Prioritisation of areas of high
unemployment
Across Australia, there are areas of high
unemployment where complex, multi-faceted
and often intergenerational disadvantage
acts as a strong barrier to employment.
Many of these are in regional areas,
where whole communities are affected by
disadvantage. Future Labor governments
should prioritise employment supports to
these areas. For further information see
Building Stronger Communities.

The Liberal Government has cut these programs
and abandoned the planned evaluation, meaning
valuable insights into how we can tackle place
based issues have been lost. Further discussion
of the need for a comprehensive plan to tackle
locational disadvantage can be found in Building
Stronger Communities.

Industries and regions in transition
Sometimes the departure of a dominant firm or
industry creates, or risks the creation of, areas
of high unemployment. Such closures present a
serious risk of long-term unemployment for older
workers who have limited experience outside the
industry in transition. Over the last two decades,
Australian governments have implemented a
range of intensive programs, in cooperation with
employers, to help manage the impacts of largescale redundancies.58
In examining four recent case studies, Callan
and Bowman found that the impacts of industry
restructuring on older workers are most effectively
addressed by combining training opportunities
with upfront career counselling, follow-up and job
search assistance.
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Older Workers

Employment rate of people aged 55-64 in the OECD (2015 Q3*)
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Best practice programs were holistic, regionspecific and designed to address barriers facing
older workers in engaging with both training
and job search – including stereotyping and the
development of foundation skills and digital literacy.

In 2012 the OECD conducted a review of
government policies to improve workforce
participation of older workers in Australia. The
review found that Australia had exceeded the OECD
average in every age group.62

Where funding is limited, top priority actions were
identified as:

Despite this success, there is significant scope
for Australia to improve the participation and
employment rates of older Australians.

•

early engagement before retrenchment to
connect older workers to support services

•

one-on-one planning sessions to ensure the
workers’ needs drive the assistance provided

•

age-appropriate, customised and time-effective
training

•

job resumé and job interview preparation
assistance

•

activities that facilitate direct contact with
potential new employers.59

The report concluded that displaced older workers
from smaller enterprises have more difficulty
accessing training and other support than workers
from large companies, because the latter often
have access to government-supported transition
programs co-funded by the company. In response
to the closure of vehicle manufacturing plants in
South Australia, however, the state government has
established the Automotive Workers in Transition
Program specifically to support workers from the
component sector.60

Mature age employment services
Over the past 30 years Australia has introduced a
range of tax, superannuation and pension changes
designed to increase mature age workforce
participation. Participation rates of older workers
have increased dramatically in this time. According
to the most recent in-depth study by the ABS into
long-term trends:
‘In 2009-10, there were around 5.5 million
Australians aged 55 years and over, making
up one quarter of the population. Around one
third of them (or 1.9 million) were participating
in the labour force. People aged 55 years and
over made up 16% of the total labour force, up
from around 10% three decades earlier. The
participation rate of Australians aged 55 and over
has increased from 25% to 34% over the past 30
years, with most of the increase occurring in the
past decade.’61

To this end, the Commonwealth continues to devote
significant resources to employment programs
for older Australians. In 2014, as part of the
Government’s new Jobactive Program, Restart was
introduced. The Restart wage subsidy is a payment
of up to $10,000 for employers who hire eligible
mature age job seekers for 12 months or more.

THERE IS SIGNIFICANT SCOPE
FOR AUSTRALIA TO IMPROVE THE
PARTICIPATION AND EMPLOYMENT
RATES OF OLDER AUSTRALIANS.
Early indications suggest this program has not been
a policy success. As at October 2015, only 1700
workers had joined the scheme, which was initially
intended to benefit around 32,000 older workers.63
In April 2015, the Government also announced
the establishment of an Inquiry, to be undertaken
by the Australian Human Rights Commission,
into employment discrimination against older
Australians, as well as people with disability. The
discussion paper for the Inquiry identified a number
of barriers for older people trying to find and keep
work. These included a lack of awareness about
rights at work, employer attitudes, lack of access to
flexible work arrangements, having out of date job
skills and requiring new training, health problems
as well as tax or age pension means test-related
reasons.64 The Inquiry will report in July 2016.
The Government has also appointed Age
Discrimination Commissioner Susan Ryan to
the position of Ambassador for Mature Age
Employment, to ‘help drive greater awareness
amongst employers of the business benefits of
hiring older workers and help open new doors
for job seekers.’65
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THE WAY FORWARD
Targeted support for different groups of unemployed Australians
Because the vast majority of those Australians who become unemployed quickly transition back to
work without the need for formal active labour market programs, future Labor governments should
prioritise support to those Australians who need it most: long-term unemployed, young people,
people with disability, older Australians and Indigenous Australians.
The need for specialist employment support for carers is discussed further in Balancing Work,
Care and Family.
Services should be tailored to address the specific barriers to employment of specific groups and
individuals, taking into account their specific circumstances. Improved data collection could help
to increase our understanding of the specific characteristics of different groups of unemployed
Australians. Where possible, services should be designed with direct input from those people to
whom the services are directed.
Future Labor governments should work closely with business to provide opportunities for people
who have experienced labour market disadvantage.
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Ros’s story
“Each child who enters an early childhood
setting comes having travelled a unique
journey of their own.
“Every child has the right to learn and
be recognised. Every family has the
right to be supported and to expect that
their child will be educated and their
wellbeing sustained. This is how I view
my responsibility as an educator.
“As educators we seek to grasp the
wonder and excitement that children
deserve to see in their world and to
use it to teach skills, dispositions and
knowledge which will support their
lifelong journey. We do this by providing
opportunity for play.
“Children learn how to develop and
sustain relationships that are inclusive
and reciprocal by collaborating in the
sandpit. They discover numeracy and
literacy as they design, build and draw
in the block area. They learn to trust
themselves as they meet the challenge
of new tasks and experiences. Each
moment is an opportunity.
“It is our role to provide a strong
foundation for children to reach their
potential. We give them a future of
possibilities and empower them to
explore the maze of opportunities
that will unfold ahead of them with
confidence, excitement and success.
“What a wonderful responsibility
and privilege.”
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INVESTING IN THE
EARLY YEARS
In the land of the fair go, we like to tell ourselves that every child has the same
opportunity to succeed as any other.
But in Australia today, the reality is that not every child starts life on an equal footing.
For many, disadvantage starts on the day they are born.
Australia is a rich country, but some Australian children are growing up in poverty,
disadvantage and dysfunction.
We can’t properly tackle poverty or reduce inequality if we don’t eliminate the
inequality that exists in early childhood. That means committing to early interventions
so that disadvantage gaps don’t emerge and get bigger over time.
When we invest in better support for parents, we create better environments for
children to grow up happy and safe.
When we invest in services that improve child health and early education, we reduce
the chances of that child being left behind later in life.
When we fail to devote these resources, we put at risk the future prosperity of these
children, and of our nation.
Labor understands that supporting child and maternal health, supporting parents
to raise families well, and supporting early childhood education are critical
investments in our nation’s future. Investment must be targeted, high quality and
rigorously assessed, to ensure that funding is achieving the very best outcomes
for children.
Giving young children the best possible start in life is a social and economic
imperative.
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Why it's important
Investing in child and maternal
health
Research by the Royal Children’s Hospital Centre
for Community Child Health found that negative
experiences in the early years can affect children
for the rest of their lives:
‘Chronic exposure to adverse experiences
such as child abuse and neglect causes
physiological disruption that affect the
developing brain and other biological systems
in ways that can lead to long-term impairment
and a range of problems throughout the life
course and into adult life.’1
Given that many of the health and wellbeing
problems identified in adults have their origins
in early childhood2, we need to ensure policies
support both parental (particularly maternal)
and child health. According to Jack Shonkoff,
Professor of Child Health and Development at
Harvard University’s Center for the Developing
Child:
‘Health in the earliest years – actually
beginning with the future mother’s health
before she becomes pregnant – lays the
groundwork for a lifetime of well-being.’3
In the antenatal period, a focus on parental
health will help prevent the negative impacts of
smoking, drugs or alcohol, as well as stress and
other environmental pollutants on the health of the
mother and the unborn child.
It is also important to recognise the long-term
benefits for mothers who have early access to a
range of maternity services.
Postnatally, access to quality health services is
essential in ensuring that every child grows up
healthy. However, current policies and programs
are predominantly geared towards addressing
issues once they appear, rather than preventing
them in the first place:
‘Policies that focus on the treatment of
established problems or conditions are not
sustainable. It is more efficient and effective to
intervene early in the developmental pathway.’4
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Investing in support for parents
According to the Parenting Research Centre:
‘research has consistently shown that the
impact of the home environment and the
quality of parent-child relationships exert
the strongest and most durable effects on
children’s development. Indeed, the early years
of life are critically important in determining
children’s long-term development, and it is
parents who – by virtue of the unique parentchild relationship – are children’s first and most
enduring educators.’5
Good parenting matters, and while it is every
parent’s responsibility to provide nurturing and
responsive caregiving, disadvantaged families
are the least likely to have the economic and
social resources to help their children build the
foundations necessary for future success. When
there are barriers to effective parenting, it is
children who suffer.
According to one famous study from the United
States, children from homes where the parents
are professionals hear approximately 30 million
more words by the time they are four years
old, than do children in homes where the main
source of income is welfare. Children in homes
where the parents are employed hear six words
of encouragement for every discouragement,
whereas in homes where welfare is the
main source of income, children receive two
words of discouragement for every word of
encouragement.6 This shows us the very real
stresses that joblessness and disadvantage
can have on families, and the consequences
this has on a child’s development.

WHEN THERE ARE BARRIERS
TO EFFECTIVE PARENTING,
IT IS CHILDREN WHO SUFFER.

Disadvantaged and hard-to-reach families often
miss out on the significant benefits family support
services can provide to their children, even though
they are also the families that would benefit from
these services the most.

As a nation, we have a social responsibility to
help families access the resources they need to
support early childhood development. This may
mean reaching out to families, rather than waiting
for families to independently approach services.
It may also involve looking at a wider array of
tools that are now available to policymakers and
governments, including big data and analytics.
It also means we need to consider other
potential sources of stress in the home, such as
unemployment, violence, low literacy levels and
financial problems. In its 2015 report on Early
Childhood Education and Care, the Productivity
Commission identified the link between parental
care and childhood development and wellbeing:

According to the OECD, the benefits include:
‘…better child well-being and learning
outcomes; more equitable outcomes
and reduction of poverty; increased
intergenerational social mobility; higher
female labour market participation and
gender equality; increased fertility rates;
and better social and economic development
for society at large.’10

‘Family characteristics, such as parent
educational attainment and income levels
and the home environment, are the strongest
predictors of a child’s development.’7

The evidence on exactly when children begin to
benefit from early childhood education and care
is not conclusive. In its 2009 report into Paid
Parental Leave, the Productivity Commission
found that while children under the age of six
months fared better when left in the care of their
parents, ‘for the period six to 12 months the
evidence is inconclusive, but beyond 12 months
it suggests positive effects from quality nonparental care.’11

This means we cannot consider health, education,
welfare and early childhood development policies
in isolation, as they are inherently linked. For
example, policies that support parents to spend
quality time with their children while reducing
financial stress – such as paid parental leave –
help ensure children are adequately cared for
in the early months of their life. According to the
Productivity Commission:

HIGH QUALITY EDUCATION IN
THE FIRST FIVE YEARS FLOWS
THROUGH TO LEARNING OUTCOMES
IN PRIMARY SCHOOL AND HIGH
SCHOOL, AS WELL AS LIFE
OUTCOMES BEYOND SCHOOL.

‘There is compelling evidence of child and
maternal health and welfare benefits from a
period of absence from work for the primary
caregiver of around six months and
a reasonable prospect that longer periods
(nine to twelve months) are beneficial.’ 8

The Productivity Commission also found:
•

Investing in early childhood
development and education

Preschool is beneficial for all children but
delivers significant benefits for disadvantaged
children.

•

Children facing disadvantage or who are at
risk of poor care in their home environment
may benefit from early exposure to high
quality child care, as well as the additional
income generated by parental employment.

•

The impact on young children is mixed with
some research indicating that long hours in
care for very young children (under 12 months
old) is associated with behavioural problems
later in childhood. Other research indicates
that high quality care may lessen these
impacts. These risks become less evident as
the child ages.

•

The quality of care in early childhood
development is extremely important.12

Early childhood learning environments affect
brain development and provide the foundation
for all future learning.9
Access to quality child care and early childhood
education give children a good start to life,
particularly for children from vulnerable and
disadvantaged families. Quality child development
centres have the power to amplify children’s
development. High quality education in the first
five years flows through to learning outcomes in
primary school and high school, as well as life
outcomes beyond school.

INVESTING IN THE EARLY YEARS | 51

•

All children can benefit from early childhood
education, but it is more vulnerable children
who receive the greatest benefit from
that investment. Nobel economist James
Heckman argues:

‘…starting at age three or four is too little, too
late, as it fails to recognise that skills beget
skills in a complementary and dynamic way.’13
Children who enrol in early childhood education
fare better throughout their subsequent education.
They perform better in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) tests
when they are 15, and they do better in year three
NAPLAN tests.14
According to PricewaterhouseCoopers modelling,
the estimated economic benefit from children
receiving a higher quality education and care
program would be up to $10.3 billion (cumulative
to 2050), increasing to $13.3 billion with the
increased participation of vulnerable children.15
Investing in child care and early childhood
education is good for our families, good for
our communities and good for the economy.

Australian children today
Child and maternal health
Australia performs well in some areas of child
health and wellbeing, but poorly in others.
Child mortality rates in Australia are very low by
international standards. According to UNICEF’s
most recent data, Australia ranks 167th in the
world in child mortality rates, with four child deaths
under the age of five for every 1,000 live births in
2013.16
Of course, Australia must continue to reduce
the rate of child mortality, particularly amongst
disadvantaged groups, including Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children.
In 2011, the low birth weight rate for babies born
to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers
was twice the rate for those with a non-Indigenous
mother.17 The rate of hospitalisation for Indigenous
children aged 0-4 with respiratory diseases is
1.7 times higher than the rate for non-Indigenous
children.18
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As a developed and prosperous economy, we
should set a standard for success that includes
broader measures of child development.
The Australian Early Childhood Development
Census measures the progress of children using
the following indicators:
•

physical health and wellbeing;

•

social competence;

•

emotional maturity;

•

language and cognitive skills (school-based);
and

•

communication skills and general knowledge.

The Census finds that while the majority of
Australian children are doing well on each of the
five developmental domains, there are areas
where improvement is needed.

AUSTRALIA IS NOT DOING AS
WELL AS MANY MAY THINK
OR EXPECT. THE AUSTRALIAN
RESEARCH ALLIANCE FOR
CHILDREN AND YOUTH SAYS
THAT AUSTRALIA’S PERFORMANCE
CAN BE BEST DESCRIBED AS
‘MIDDLE OF THE ROAD’.

Overall, 22 per cent of Australian children are
developmentally vulnerable on one or more
indicators, and 10.8 per cent of Australian children
are developmentally vulnerable on two or more
indicators.19 These numbers are too high.
By international standards, Australia is not
doing as well as many may think or expect. The
Australian Research Alliance for Children and
Youth says that Australia’s performance can be
best described as ‘middle of the road’.
Their 2013 Report Card: The Wellbeing of Young
Australians examines data from OECD countries in
relation to child and health wellbeing indicators.

PREVENTION AND EARLY INTERVENTION
HELP FIGHT INEQUALITY
Research by Nobel economist James Heckman indicates that inequality between
children from advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds emerges early and
widens steadily over time.
This means Australia’s investment in children should start as early as possible,
and it should be prioritised towards vulnerable parents and children. The best
way to ensure disadvantage gaps do not widen is make sure there aren’t gaps
in the first place.
Early investment in the life of a child not only decreases the risk of future
wellbeing issues, it also increases the likelihood that those children will become
well-functioning, productive members of our society.
Prevention depends on early intervention. Not only does this help children and
families, but it is more efficient as well.
The earlier we invest in children’s health and wellbeing, the bigger the benefits.

Rate of Return to Investment in Human Capital

Prenatal programs

Programs targetted toward the earliest years
Preschool programs
Schooling
Job Training

0
Prenatal

0-3

4-5

School

Post School

Source: Heckman(2008)
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The key findings of the report are:

This research shows:

•

Australia is ranked in the top third of OECD
countries in 12 of the 46 indicators.

•

•

Australia leads most of the world in areas
such as low youth smoking rates, some
educational and employment outcomes, and
environmental conditions at home.

Despite having a low infant mortality rate
overall, the catchment with the highest
mortality rate (the Northern Territory) is three
times higher than the catchment with the
lowest rate (Bayside, Melbourne).

•

Australia is ranked in the middle third of the
OECD in 20 indicators. This includes child
poverty, obesity, dental health, youth suicide
rates, and maths and science performance.

The percentage of babies that are of low birth
weight is 4.8 per cent overall, while it is more
than double that for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander babies, at 11 per cent.

•

The percentage of women who smoked
during pregnancy is 13.9 per cent overall,
while it is 51.7 per cent for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander women. Similarly, the
catchment with the highest percentage (the
Northern Territory) is 18 times higher than
the catchment with the lowest percentage
(Bayside, Melbourne).

•

The percentage of women who had at least
one antenatal visit in the first trimester of
pregnancy is 67.2 per cent for all women and
50.3 per cent for Indigenous women. 25

•

•

Australia is ranked in the bottom third of
OECD countries in 14 indicators. Areas of
concern include jobless families and income
inequality, some educational outcomes, and
illnesses such as diabetes and asthma.20

There is also a significant body of research
which shows vast inequalities in the health
and wellbeing of children among different
demographic groups and in different locations
across Australia.
The Australian Early Childhood Development
Census also shows these demographic and
locational inequalities. In particular:
•

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children are more than twice as likely to
be developmentally vulnerable than nonAboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.21

•

Children who are not proficient in English are
more likely to be developmentally vulnerable
across all indicators.22

•

Children who reside in very remote Australia
are more likely to be developmentally
vulnerable.23

•

Children living in the most socio-economically
disadvantaged Australian communities are
more likely to be developmentally vulnerable
across all indicators.24

According to the most recent report into child
and maternal health by the National Health
Performance Authority, significant disparities
exist across all four of their indicators of child
health and wellbeing: infant mortality, low birth
weight, smoking during pregnancy and access
to antenatal care.
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Support for parents
According to the Murdoch Children’s Research
Institute:
‘Many of the recent social and economic
changes have been beneficial for most
families, but have been accompanied by a
widening gap between the rich and poor…
families who are relatively well-resourced are
better able to meet the challenges posed by
changed social conditions, whereas poorlyresourced families can find the heightened
demands of contemporary living and parenting
overwhelming.’26
While most families in Australia are very well
supported in the early years of their children’s
lives, some families experience higher risks,
and may require greater support. These include
families on low incomes, young parent families,
sole parent families, Indigenous families,
families from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities, and families with parents and/or
children with disability.
The Murdoch Institute has identified a number
of existing barriers to families making use of
services, including service-level barriers, familylevel barriers and interpersonal and relationship
barriers.

Service-level (or structural) barriers include:
•

Lack of publicity about services.

•

Cost of services, limited availability and
accessibility (such as rigid eligibility criteria,
limited hours of operation and inaccessible
locations).

•

Failure to provide services that meet parents’
felt needs and inability of services to respond
promptly to requests for help.

•

Poor coordination between services and lack
outreach capacity.

Family-level barriers include:
•

Limited income, lack of social support and
lack of private transport.

•

Unstable housing or homelessness.

•

Physical or mental health issues, disability and
day-to-day stress factors.

•

Personal preferences or beliefs about the
necessity and value of services.

•

The ‘survival’ mentality of some vulnerable
families, where getting through the day takes
priority over attending a service.

Relational or interpersonal barriers include:
•

•

In the case of service providers, insensitive or
judgemental attitudes and behaviours, lack
of awareness of cultural sensitivities, poor
listening and helping skills, inability to put
parents at ease, and failure to acknowledge
and build on family strengths or to engage
families as partners.
In the case of parents, lack of trust in
services, fear of child protection services,
misperceptions of what services offer,
lack of the social skills and confidence to
negotiate with professionals, and being easily
intimidated or put off by perceived attitudes of
staff or other parents.

Many of these barriers are felt more acutely in
areas of high disadvantage; where there is often
fewer – or poorer quality – services.

Australia’s system of Family Tax Benefits also
provides significant levels of support for parents
with the costs of raising children. 1.5 million
Australian families and three million children
currently benefit from Family Tax Benefits.
The family payments system is discussed
later in this chapter.

Child care and early education
Though enrolment in pre-primary education has
increased and investment per student is relatively
high, enrolment and overall investment in early
childhood education in Australia remain below
the OECD average.
There have been vast improvements in access
and enrolments for early childhood education at
the pre-primary level. The proportion of children
accessing 15 hours of kindergarten or pre-school
nationally has grown from 23 per cent in 2008 to
82 per cent in 2013.27
Given the evidence that early childhood care and
education is beneficial to children, we need to
keep building on this success.
In its final report on Childcare and Early Childhood
Learning, the Productivity Commission identified
a number of issues with Australia’s system of
support for parents and children. These issues
include:
•

Families struggling to find quality child
care and early learning that is flexible and
affordable enough to meet their needs and to
participate in the workforce.

•

A small but significant number of
children starting school with learning and
developmental delays.

•

Shortfalls in reaching and properly supporting
the needs of children with disabilities and
vulnerable children, regional and rural families,
and parents who are moving from income
support into study and employment.

•

Services needing to operate in a system
that has clear and sustainable business
arrangements, including regulation, planning
and funding.

•

A need to ensure that public expenditure on
child care and early childhood learning is both
efficient and effective in addressing the needs
of families and children.
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Current early years
policy in Australia.
At present, there is no integrated, cross-portfolio
framework for investment in the early years.
Child health, early childhood education and
care, parenting support and family payments
are variously located within the Departments
of Health, Education and Social Services, and
across multiple jurisdictions.

THE WAY FORWARD
A cross-government Early Years
Framework
To ensure every child gets the very best
start in life, we need a plan that delivers
improvements across departments andacross
governments. Future Labor governments
should lead the development of a National
Early Years Framework, including key targets
for improvement, comprehensive data
collection and rigorous program evaluation.
This should be done in partnership with the
states and territories, local government, health
and education providers and community
organisations.

Child and maternal health and
parenting programs
Most child and maternal health and wellbeing
programs are funded and run by state,
territory and local governments, with the
quantity and quality of these programs
varying across jurisdictions.
In addition to support for General Practitioners
and other health providers, Primary Health
Networks and hospitals, all of which play a
critical role in improving child and maternal
health, the Commonwealth also delivers a
limited number of programs to assist in
improving child and maternal health outcomes
for families – particularly those from
disadvantaged backgrounds.
Perhaps the most significant is the Immunise
Australia program. Overseen by a National
Immunisation Committee, this program provides
support to state and territory governments to
purchase vaccinations, and the Department of
Human Services to administer the Australian
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Childhood Immunisation Register. Since 1999,
the rate of fully immunised children aged 12-15
months in Australia has risen from 86.15 per cent
to 93.0 per cent.28
Under the former Labor Government, Medicare
Locals were funded to identify high-risk
population groups and improve vaccination rates.
Unfortunately, with the loss of funding to Medicare
Locals, much of the data collected as part of this
program has been lost. It remains to be seen
how Primary Health Networks will be resourced to
conduct a similar function.
Other programs that the Commonwealth funds
include:
•

Intensive Family Support Services – which give
vulnerable parents access to support to help
them gain new skills to improve the health,
education and wellbeing of their children.

•

The Home Interaction Program for Parents
and Youngsters – a home-based, structured
learning program for families with four-year
old children living in communities identified
as disadvantaged, to help with their school
readiness.

•

Communities for Children – which provides
prevention and early intervention services to
families with children up to the age of 12.

•

New Directions: Mothers and Babies Services
– to increase access to core maternal and
child health services for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families.

•

The Australian Nurse Family Partnership
Program – a nurse-led, home visiting program
to help parents of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children understand how their
behaviours influence their own health and their
children’s health and development.

•

Playgroups Australia and its state and territory
associations have a paid workforce of over
300 employees with more than 80,000
families volunteering in their local community
playgroups and over 200,000 participants.

•

Aboriginal Child and Family Centres – located
in 38 locations around Australia.

Significant financial support is also directed
to other programs which support Indigenous
child and maternal health through the National
Aboriginal Community Controlled Health
Organisations.

LEADING CHANGE
THE CHILDREN’S PROTECTION SOCIETY EARLY YEARS
EDUCATION PROGRAM (EYEP)
The Early Years Education Program (EYEP) is a ground-breaking program offered
by the Children’s Protection Society (CPS) in Melbourne.
EYEP is targeted at meeting the needs of children who have been or are at risk
of being abused or neglected. It has the dual focus of seeking to address the
consequences of abuse and neglect on children’s brain development and
redressing their learning deficiencies.
The program is designed to ensure that these vulnerable children realise their full
potential and arrive at school developmentally and educationally equal to their peers.
Using national data, it has been estimated that at any time there are 46,000 preschool children in Australia in the same circumstances as the children eligible to
participate in the EYEP trial.
So far 127 children have been recruited into the trial of EYEP – divided between the
intervention groups who are enrolled in EYEP and the control group. An evaluation
of the 12-month impact of EYEP will be available in mid-2016.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improving coordination and integration of antenatal care and support
There is a disconnect between child and maternal health services, general practice, hospital and
allied health services for expecting mothers. To fix this, governments needs to adopt the principles
of integration and continuity of care in early years policy.
This could include encouraging the enrolment of pregnant women with a GP or other appropriate body
such as the local community health centre to coordinate antenatal services for all mothers. This would
improve the identification of at-risk families, pinpoint where additional support is required and enable
more targeted intervention for those who need it most.

Continuity of care in health
The principle of continuity of care should inform all future Labor policy. This will help ensure no family
falls out of the health system at times of transition between services, missing out on important early
childhood support. General Practices provide one of the most important places for ensuring parents,
particularly vulnerable parents, do not fall out of the health system at times of transition.
Integration of antenatal care, child and maternal health service and early childhood education and
care services in one place – such as a community health service or Indigenous child or family hub –
should also be encouraged in areas of high need.
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Placing child and maternal health services in alternative settings
To improve attendance at child and maternal health services, future Labor governments should
examine opportunities for expansion of child and maternal health services in alternative settings,
such as local shopping centres, schools or child care centres.
States could be encouraged to work with child and maternal health services to ensure the provision
of family-centred and family-tailored services, thus removing potential barriers for vulnerable parents
and families.

Improve access to parenting resources
The more we can help parents, the better off their children will be. Every parent should have easy
access to quality parenting resources.
This could be done through the Raising Children Network or by expanding the Victorian Government’s
successful Better Health Channel nationally as a platform for advice and referrals on broader health
issues. The National Breastfeeding Service should be continued.
Nurses and midwives should continue to be equipped to provide advice to new parents about access
and availability of child and maternal health services in local areas.

Renew focus on maternal services
Future Labor governments should work with the state and territories, the Australian Nursing and
Midwifery Federation, Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
and maternity services groups to develop a new National Maternity Services Plan.

A stronger focus on family services in disadvantaged areas
We need to break the cycle of disadvantage and ensure vulnerable children in certain communities
are given the same opportunity as every other Australian child. Future Labor governments should
reinstate a focus on locational disadvantage, including place-based approaches to child maternal health.
Primary Health Networks, community organisations, health services, Aboriginal Community Controlled
Health Organisations and other appropriate bodies should be supported to work together to develop
tailored, place-based approaches that integrate child and maternal health, education and wellbeing
services. For further information on this approach, see Building Stronger Communities.

Targeted strategies for Indigenous & CALD families
We need a special focus on closing the gap between outcomes for Indigenous children and
non-Indigenous children, and ensuring children from culturally and linguistically diverse
communities are given the same opportunity as every other Australian child.
Primary Health Networks, early childhood education and care and other social services should
be supported to develop community-specific family engagement strategies. This should include
stronger links with Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Services. Labor’s National Information Policy
(see Modernising Policy Development and Governance) discusses how data can be de-identified and
secured while still enabling better early intervention and data analytics.

Link data sets
Medicare Benefits Schedule, Pharmaceutical Benefits Schedule and state hospital data could be
integrated and released as part of a broader strategy to improve access to the data the Australian
Government collects on child and maternal health. E-health records should continue to be improved
in a way that can inform policy development, by improving coordination with other data sources,
such as the national childhood immunisation register.
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Perinatal mental health
It is estimated that one in ten women will experience depression during pregnancy. This rate increases to
one in seven in the first year following birth, with at least as many women experiencing anxiety or anxiety
related disorders during this time.29 The National Perinatal Depression Initiative introduced by Labor in 2008
implemented the first national approach to comprehensive perinatal mental health care across Australia
and was widely supported by mental health and maternal health experts.

THE WAY FORWARD
Renew commitment to improving perinatal mental health
Recognising the importance of the mental wellbeing of new mothers, their partners and their children,
future Labor governments should commit to a new national plan for perinatal mental health. This would
focus on early intervention and prevention services, and the provision of universal screening during the
perinatal period, to support new parents to provide the best start in life or their babies.

Family violence and child protection
Giving children the best possible start in life
must mean keeping them safe from violence
and abuse.
Every Australian child should grow up in a safe,
secure and loving environment.
Yet in 2013-14, there were more than 300,000
allegations of child abuse or neglect, child
maltreatment or harm to a child reported to
an authorised department.30 This was an
11 per cent increase in one year.
In addition, it is estimated that about 1 in 3
women in Australia has experienced physical
violence since the age of 15. Almost one in five
have experienced sexual violence.31
The most common type of violence against
women is intimate partner violence. On average
over 12 months, a woman a week is killed by
her partner.32
In her 2015 Australia Day address, family
violence campaigner Rosie Batty shone a light
on the pervasive reality of violence in Australia:
‘Whilst we celebrate the wonderful country that
we live in today, there remains a serious
epidemic across our nation. No matter where
you live, family violence exists in every pocket
of every neighbourhood. It does not
discriminate and it is across all sections of our
society. Family violence may happen behind
closed doors but it needs to be brought out
from these shadows and into broad daylight.’

It is no exaggeration to call family violence a
national crisis. Its existence shames us all. It’s
urgent eradication is a task for all of us.
The effects of violence can be felt by a child even
before it is born, with exposure to stress in utero
now understood to be a significant contributor to
development issues in later life.33
In 2014, The Australian Institute of Family Studies
studied the impact on children exposed to family
violence. The report found:
‘children exposed to DFV in the home
may suffer an extensive array of poor
developmental, behavioural and health/mental
health outcomes, including poorer academic
outcomes, learning difficulties, higher rates
of school absenteeism, poorer mental health
and wellbeing, externalising and internalising
behaviours, depression, anxiety, low selfesteem and aggressing.’34
It also reported:
‘Longitudinal, meta-analytic and population
based studies have consistently linked
childhood exposure to DFV [domestic or family
violence] with future perpetration or future
victimisation.’35
This means preventing exposure to violence and
abuse is not just about protecting this generation
of children, but future generations as well.
In 2009, the Council of Australian Governments
endorsed the National Framework for Protecting
Australia’s Children, an ‘unprecedented level of
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collaboration between Australian, State and Territory
government and non-government organisations
to protect children.’36 Since then, three consecutive
action plans have been agreed, most recently
in December 2015. The third Action Plan focuses
on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children,
early intervention, helping people in out-of-home
care and helping organisations to better respond
to children and young people in order to keep
them safe.
In addition to the National Plan for Protecting
Australia’s Children, in 2010 COAG endorsed the
National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women
and their Children 2010 – 2022. Under the plan, a
national survey on community attitudes towards
violence against women is undertaken, to determine
progress under the Plan and better understand
changes to community attitudes over time.

By the end of 2015:
•

a national domestic violence order (DVO)
scheme will be agreed, where DVOs will be
automatically recognised and enforceable
in any state or territory of Australia;

•

progress will be reported on a national
information system that will enable courts and
police in different states and territories to share
information on active DVOs – New South Wales,
Queensland and Tasmania will trial the system;

•

COAG will consider national standards to
ensure perpetrators of violence against women
are held to account at the same standard
across Australia, for implementation in 2016;
and

•

COAG will consider strategies to tackle the
increased use of technology to facilitate abuse
against women, and to ensure women have
adequate legal protections against this form
of abuse. 37

The most recent report, from 2013, contained these
key findings:
•

•

•

•

The majority of Australians have a good
knowledge of violence against women and
do not endorse most attitudes supportive
of this violence.
On the whole, Australians’ understanding
and attitudes remained stable between 2009
and 2013. However, when you consider the
findings from individual questions, some areas
improved, whereas others became worse.
Young people’s attitudes remain an area of
concern. Young people have somewhat more
violence-supportive attitudes than others but
their attitudes are gradually improving over
time, particularly among young men, with fewer
young people in 2013 holding attitudes at the
extreme end of the spectrum.
People’s understanding of violence against
women and their attitudes to gender equality
have significant impacts on their attitudes to
violence against women.

Throughout 2015, the issue of family violence has
received significant prominence in national political
debates. At the April meeting of COAG, the joint
communiqué stated that:
‘COAG agreed to take urgent collective action
in 2015 to address this unacceptable level of
violence against women.’
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Progress on each of these areas is underway,
though none have been completed.

THE WAY FORWARD
Urgent action on family and
domestic violence crisis
Protecting women and children from violence
should be a national priority. Labor has already
announced that the next Labor government will
hold a national crisis summit within the first 100
days of office. Labor has also made an initial
commitment to:

•

invest $42.9 million in frontline legal
services to ensure women threatened by
violence are not alone in going through the
legal system;

•

provide an initial $15 million in grants to
community organisations, local government
or other appropriate providers that help
people affected by family violence stay
safe in their own homes and in their
communities; and

•

invest $8.4 million into research on
mapping perpetrator interactions across
family violence, law enforcement, justice,
child protection and related systems.

Paid Parental Leave
Since 2009, Labor’s Paid Parental Leave (PPL)
scheme has provided thousands of new mothers
with 18 weeks of parental leave pay at the minimum
wage – a total value of about $11,800 – and an
additional two weeks of paid leave for dads and
partners under the Dad and Partner Pay (DAPP)
scheme. To date, around 550,000 families have
benefited from national Paid Parental Leave.

The Government’s proposed changes would
impose an effective ceiling on paid parental leave,
discourage employers from offering their own
schemes, and reduce a new mother’s flexibility
over when to return to work. Should these changes
pass the Parliament, fewer women would be able
to reach the internationally recognised best-practice
of 26 weeks leave with their newborn babies.
This would be bad for new parents, bad for
children and bad for our workplaces.

According to its final evaluation, completed in March
2015, Paid Parental Leave is delivering benefits to
mothers, children and families more generally.
Specifically, the report found:
•

PPL has delayed mothers’ return to work by up
to about six months after the birth of their baby,
and then slightly increasing their probability
of returning to work before their child’s first
birthday.

•

The PPL scheme produces small but statistically
significant improvements in mothers’ average
physical and mental health.

•

There are signs of small improvements in
babies’ average health outcomes following the
introduction of PPL.38

The report also found that the introduction of Dad
and Partner Pay has had a small but statistically
significant increase in the average length of leave
taken by all fathers during the first two months after
a birth.
In-depth interview data collected during the
evaluation also suggested that DAPP has had a
significant effect on the attitudes of fathers and
employers to leave-taking by fathers after a birth.
These findings show Labor’s Paid Parental Leave
scheme is good for new parents and their babies.
The current Liberal Government has proposed a
significant change to Paid Parental Leave policy,
removing the ability for parents to access both
government-funded PPL and employer-funded
PPL if their employer-funded scheme is greater
than 18 weeks.39

THE WAY FORWARD
Supporting parents to spend
more time with their new babies
The current government-funded PPL scheme
provides 18 weeks parental leave pay at the
national minimum wage. This investment
has had a huge impact on new mothers’
capacity to spend time with their new babies,
whilst maintaining their important link with
their employers. Future Labor governments
should, over time and budget-permitting,
work to improve the scheme so that parents
can spend as much time as possible with
their babies through a mix of employer and
government-funded PPL.

A greater role for fathers in
early childhood development
and care
Measures which increase fathers’ participation
in child care also have a positive impact on
changing workplace cultures and behaviours.
This is supported by the recent evaluation of
Labor’s Dad and Partner Pay scheme.
To facilitate fathers taking a more active
role in the lives of their young children, we
should aim to improve support for fathers and
partners so that families can better balance
caring and work responsibilities.

This change would fundamentally undermine the
original intent of the government scheme, which
was designed to be taken in addition to existing
employer-funded schemes, ‘to complement and
enhance the existing family-friendly arrangements
that many employers already offer.’40
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Family Tax Benefits
Family Tax Benefits (FTB) provide important support to parents with the costs of raising children.
FTB-A is a means-tested, per-child payment for single and dual income families. FTB-B is a
means-tested, per-family payment for single parent and single income families.
The objective of Family Tax Benefits is to prevent child poverty by providing support to low and
middle income families with the costs of raising children. Families may receive either or both
payments depending on their circumstances.
Families can continue to receive Family Tax Benefits until their youngest child turns 16, or the
year in which they turn 18 if they remain in secondary school.
The rate of FTB-A reduces as families’ income increases. Currently, FTB-A cuts out at an income
around $109,427 for a family with two children under 13 years, which is roughly the median income
for a family with children in Australia.
FTB-B ceases when the family income reaches $100,000.
The Liberal Government currently has proposals before the Parliament to dramatically reduce
support for families on low and middle incomes through cuts to Family Tax Benefits.
The report on Australia’s taxes and transfers system, Australia’s Future Tax System – led by former
Treasury Secretary Ken Henry – proposed an alternative structure for Family Tax Benefits.
The report recommends that current family payments should be replaced by a single family payment
that would ‘cover the direct costs of children in a low-income family; and assist parents nurturing young
children to balance work and family responsibilities.’41

THE WAY FORWARD
Support low and middle income families to raise happy,
healthy children
To ensure low and middle income Australian families have the resources they need to provide
the best start in life for their children, future Labor governments should ensure Family Tax
Benefits continue to support families. This is particularly important for single parent families
and grandparent carers, with the support they need to raise happy and healthy children.
Labor must continue to oppose the Liberal Government’s proposed cuts to family payments,
which would significantly increase the cost-of-living pressures Australian families face,
putting at risk the capacity of low and middle income families to provide for their children.

Simplify the family payments system
Australia’s payment system is well targeted but complex. Future Labor governments should
give further consideration to appropriate ways of simplifying the family payments system,
including the recommendations of the Henry Review.
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Early childhood education and care
In Australia, early childhood education and care
is provided by a collection of private for-profit
and not-for-profit providers, as well as local
government services in some areas. Of the
3.8 million children aged 0-12 years in Australia,
48 per cent (1.8 million) usually attended some
type of child care in 2014.
The Commonwealth does not directly provide
early childhood education and care services but
subsidises them through the Child Care Benefit
and Child Care Rebate, as well as pre-school and
kindergarten funding. The Child Care Benefit is a
means-tested payment to assist with the cost of
approved child care. The Child Care Rebate is a
non-means-tested payment to parents who are
working, looking for work or in approved study.
Quality is currently regulated through National
Quality Standards, including a quality rating
system, which commenced in 2012. The
states and territories, and in some places local
government, are responsible for the provision of
pre-school education, though the Commonwealth
now has a significant funding role.
The Productivity Commission’s final report on
child care and early childhood learning found
that the current system was overly complex and
not properly targeted to those who need it most.
It recommended a fundamental redesign of
Australia’s child care system.42
In the 2015 Budget, the Liberal Government
announced a new child care package called
‘Jobs for Families’. The proposed changes would
introduce a new, single payment called the Child
Care Subsidy, from 1 July 2017. A new work and
activity test will determine how many hours of
care children are eligible to receive.
While public details on the package and its
effects on families are scarce, it appears that the
predominant focus of the changes is to increase
workforce participation. This is undoubtedly
important, but it should not come at the expense
of early intervention and quality education, which
research indicates is directly linked to the strong
development of children and which represents an
important investment in the future of the economy.

THE WAY FORWARD
Ensure affordable, accessible
and quality child care for
every child
Despite the significant additional investment
in child care and early childhood education
announced by the current government,
some families look set to be worse off
from the proposed reforms, including
disadvantaged families.
Child care should be affordable and
accessible for all Australian families. Priority
should be given to ensuring disadvantaged
children get access to quality child care,
containing out-of-pocket expenses for
parents and encouraging additional supply
of child care in areas with long waiting lists.
Labor will examine the findings of the current
Senate Inquiry and work to improve access
to child care for all Australian families.

Indigenous early childhood
development
To close the gap between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous children in early childhood
development, future Labor governments
should work to ensure Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children have access to child
care in culturally appropriate and family
inclusive environments.

Improve Outside School
Hours Care
To improve parental workforce participation
and ensure Australian children reap the
health, social and psychological benefits
of extra-curricular activities, future Labor
governments should work with the states
and territories to improve access to Outside
School Hours Care and encourage all
schools to be linked to an OSHC service.
This is the kind of care that most effectively
helps parents to re-enter the workforce
quickly and supports them to manage
work and care.
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In 2008 the Federal Labor Government secured the National Partnership Agreement on Early Childhood
Education with States and Territories, which guarantees a quality, early childhood education program
for all children in the year before they enter full-time schooling.43 In 2015, the funding under this agreement
was extended until 2017.
In 2014, there were 309,185 children aged 4 or 5 years old enrolled in a preschool program in Australia.
Of these, 297,405 children aged 4 or 5 years were attending a preschool program.

THE WAY FORWARD
Maintain a national commitment to 4-year-old pre-school
To ensure Australia reaches its goal of universal access to pre-school for all 4-year-olds,
future Labor governments should continue to work with the states to increase enrolment
and attendance in every part of the country.

Pre-school for 3-year-olds
While most four-year-olds access pre-school in Australia, many developed countries also have
high rates of enrolments for three-year-olds. Future Labor governments should work towards increasing
access to early childhood education for younger children, particularly in disadvantaged communities
where children have the most to gain from access to formal learning.
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Thomas’s story
“I’m in the final year of my university
degree. Part of the reason I began an
honours year was because I was unsure
about whether I would be able to find work
once I graduate.
“I’ve seen plenty of friends finish uni
and then spend a long time finding
work that’s relevant to their education.
That’s definitely been at the front of my
mind. There doesn’t seem to be the jobs
to fit the graduates.
“It’s hard when you don’t have much work
experience either. Employers only want
people who have experience, but how
do you get experience when no one
gives you a go?
“It’s not impossible to get any old job.
I’ve found plenty of part-time work while
I’ve been studying, but not in my chosen
field. I don’t want to work my whole life just
to pay the bills. I want to spend my career
doing something I love and am good at.
“Talking to my parents about their careers,
it seems different a generation ago than it
is today. They’ve basically had one career
and haven’t really struggled to find new
work. It seems a lot harder these days.
“I will probably do another degree after
this. I don’t want to walk out of uni and
into nothing. There seems to be so few
opportunities that I think I need to get
more qualifications before getting a job.”
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QUALITY EDUCATION
ACROSS LIFE
To confront inequality, we have to confront the disparity in our schools.
A good education is a critical driver of future success. It means a decent job,
higher living standards and a better life.
But this isn’t available to every Australian.
A good education should be accessible and affordable no matter who you are.
We need quality early learning, good schools and universities, better vocational
education and more opportunities for flexible learning across life.
If we want every Australian to reach their full potential, and be part of a dynamic,
globally competitive economy, we can’t rely on our natural resources or existing
industries. We need to invest in new industries and new jobs.
To do this, we need to invest in learning. More than ever before, our future
success depends on how smart and skilled we are.
We cannot be an innovative and competitive economy if we don’t invest
in education. A stronger and fairer Australia depends on a properly-funded,
targeted and future-focussed education system.
Choosing not to invest in education is to choose mediocrity. It is to choose lower
living standards, fewer jobs and higher inequality. It is a choice no responsible
government should make.
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Why it's important
We aren’t prepared for the jobs
of the future
Australia’s education system is falling far short of
what is needed to prepare Australians for the farreaching changes taking place in our economy.
CEDA has found there has been a pronounced
shift in demand in the economy from low-skilled
workers to high-skilled workers as a result of
technological change:
‘Adapting to a more technological world
requires us to have the fundamentals of an
excellent education system in which we ensure
we keep pace with literacy and numeracy
as well as ensuring that excellent science,
technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM) skills best equip people to participate
in the digital economy and build science and
innovation in Australia.’1
While we are losing old jobs, we don’t have all the
skills we need to grab new job opportunities. The
Australian Workplace and Productivity Agency
(AWPA – now part of the Department of Industry,
Innovation and Science) argues that Australia
faces a significant skills shortage. There is now a:
‘widening gap between the expected supply
of higher level skills and expected industry
demand…by 2025…Australia could be more
than 2.8 million short of the number of higher
skilled qualifications that industry would
demand.’2
We’ve known this for a long time. In 2008,
Professor Denise Bradley’s Review into Australia’s
Higher Education System warned that, unless
action was taken:
‘Australia will have insufficient qualified people
to meet its medium- and long-term needs…
This threatens the long-term well-being of
the community and the country’s capacity to
maintain and enhance global competitiveness
and prosperity.’3
These skill gaps will only increase as our
labour market increasingly feels the effects
of digital disruption.
At the same time as digital disruption is taking
place, our labour market is changing in other
ways, driven by global trends such as the rise
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of the Asian middle class, climate change and
integrated global supply chains. Mining and
manufacturing employment is stagnant or in
decline, while in the services sector, jobs in
health, aged care, disability support, and
education and training are on the rise.
These sectors, together with construction and
professional, scientific and technical services,
will provide more than half of total employment
growth over the next five years.4 We need to
prepare Australians for both the high-tech jobs of
the future, and the growth in the service sectors.

Literacy and numeracy
According to the AWPA’s National Workforce
Development Strategy:
‘many Australians lack the language, literacy
and numeracy (LLN) skills to participate in
training and work. Only just over half of…
Australians aged 15 to 74 years have been
assessed as having the prose literacy skills
needed to meet the complex demands of
everyday life and work…People with poor
LLN skills are less likely to find a job, or benefit
from training that depends on those skills.’5
We simply cannot compete in a modern
knowledge economy with nearly half of our
population lacking the literacy and numeracy
skills to meet the basic demands of everyday
life and work. Australians who lack basic literacy
and numeracy lack the foundational skills to
reach their full potential.

Digital literacy
Digital technology and computer science is
transforming work in two predominant ways.
First, it is changing the nature of existing
industries as they adopt new technologies to
drive innovation and productivity. Second, it
is spurring the creation of new high-tech
industries that haven’t existed before.
AWPA predicts that in 2025 – less than a decade
away – there could be an under-supply of qualified
Australian workers for key ICT occupations, while
employment in this sector is projected to grow
between 64 and 72 per cent faster than overall
employment growth. Adapting to this change
requires urgent investment in digital proficiency,
both in terms of boosting computer science
experts and combinative skills that use digital
technology in other fields and jobs.

In particular, there is a need for greater diversity
in computer science and related fields, especially
by encouraging girls. We need to do this not
only to support the growing need for workers in
these fields, but also because, as the US National
Centre for Women in Technology has observed:
‘Groups with greater diversity solve
complex problems better and faster than do
homogeneous groups, and the presence of
women in a group is more likely to increase
the collective intelligence of the group.’
Labor’s Girls into Code initiative is designed to
inspire and motivate more girls into computer
science and lift the rate of women in ICT work
from 28 per cent to a much higher level.

Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics (STEM)
According to Australia’s former Chief Scientist,
75 per cent of the fastest growing occupations will
require skills in one or more STEM subjects.6
In 2014, the ABS showed that:
‘the number of jobs commonly held by workers
with science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) qualifications grew by
14 per cent between 2006 and 2011. This
compares with only nine per cent growth for
other jobs.’7
Australia’s future workforce will require proficiency
in STEM subjects. Workers will also need a sound
understanding of the underlying approaches
to knowledge upon which science, technology,
engineering and maths are built: scientific
method; evidence-based understanding;
development, refinement and expansion of
scientific models; as well as the confidence to
learn new concepts. Increasingly, the role of
machine learning and data analytics will drive
job creation and employment and improve our
capabilities to fill the jobs of the future.

75 PER CENT OF THE FASTEST
GROWING OCCUPATIONS WILL
REQUIRE SKILLS IN ONE OR
MORE STEM SUBJECTS.

A greater emphasis on STEM creates significant
opportunities and risk. As Brynjolfsson and
McAfee explain in the seminal book, The Second
Machine Age:
‘There’s never been a better time to be
a worker with special skills or the right
education, because these people can use
technology to create and capture value.
There’s never been a worse time to be a worker
with ‘ordinary skills’ and abilities to offer,
because computers, robots and other digital
technologies are acquiring these skills and
abilities at an extraordinary rate’.8
While some have resorted to alarmist predictions
over the future of work itself, there are significantly
more opportunities emerging from this transition
and it’s up to all economic participants –
governments, industry, community groups,
markets – to create new jobs. As Philip Auerswald
noted in The Coming Prosperity:
‘when machines replace one kind of human
capability, as they did in the transitions from
hunter/gatherer, from serf, from freehold
farmer, from factory worker, from clerical
worker, from knowledge worker on to whatever
comes next, in each case, new human
experiences and capabilities emerged. Often
these new experiences and capabilities were
unimaginable in the prior era’.9

Entrepreneurial skills
We don’t just need people who can fill new jobs
– we need people that can create new jobs.
Transversal or entrepreneurial skills – the ability
to think critically, take initiative, problem-solve
and work collaboratively – are fundamental to
our future workforce. But there is a growing
disconnect between our education systems and
the demands of the labour market.
It should be acknowledged that Australia’s financial
and regulatory settings still make it one of best
places in the world to start your own business.
The Heritage Foundation has consistently ranked
Australia in the top five of its Index of Economic
Freedom and given it the classification of ‘Free’
well ahead of ‘Mostly Free’ economies we
traditionally compare ourselves to on enterprise
like Canada, United States, United Kingdom,
Japan, South Korea, Israel and Germany.
The core challenge for Australian policymakers
and government is ensuring that entrepreneurialism
is inclusive and empowers change-makers
over incumbents.
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According to research by the Foundation for Young
Australians, jobs that are the least likely to be
automated will be those jobs that require emotional
intelligence, creativity and problem solving.
While lifting STEM skills is necessary to build
the technical and analytical capability of our
future workforce, the humanities, arts and
social sciences also have a key role to play in
developing these human traits.
Overall, according to the OECD, Australian
students performed very well in the PISA 2012
problem-solving assessment, and ‘are well
equipped to apply their skills and knowledge to
solve challenging problems.’10 Maintaining our
strengths in this area will be an important part
of maintaining a competitive advantage in a
high-tech, changing labour market.

Learning must be for life
For an economy in transition, with rapid change
an increasing characteristic of the economy,
it is critical that Australians are afforded the
opportunity to re-skill – and up-skill – throughout
their working lives. Not only will this help ensure
that low-skilled workers can continue to participate
in a knowledge economy, but it will also minimise
the disruption caused by changes to our economy
and our labour market.

Education in
Australia today
Australian Schools
In 2011, the Labor Government commissioned
a panel of experts, chaired by David Gonski, to
undertake a comprehensive review into Australia’s
schools system. The review found:
‘Over the last decade the performance of
Australian students has declined at all levels
of achievement, notably at the top end. This
decline has contributed to the fall in Australia’s
international position. In 2000, only one
country outperformed Australia in reading and
scientific literacy and only two outperformed
Australia in mathematical literacy. By 2009, six
countries outperformed Australia in reading
and scientific literacy and 12 outperformed
Australia in mathematical literacy.’11
This decline in the performance of Australian
schools has continued since the report was
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delivered. The most recent PISA results measured
the maths, literacy and science skills of 14,481
students from 775 schools around Australia,
and compared them with results from 65 other
countries. PISA 2012 found that:
•

Australia was outperformed by 16 countries
in mathematical literacy in 2012.

•

Since 2003, Australia’s performance in
maths has declined significantly, by more
than 20 points.

•

Australia was outperformed by seven
countries in scientific literacy, with a
relatively low change in scientific
performance since 2006.

•

Australia was outperformed by nine countries
in reading literacy. Australia’s reading literacy
has declined significantly since 2006, by
16 points.

Alarmingly, between PISA 2003 and PISA 2012
the proportion of Australian low performers
significantly increased – by five per cent – while
the proportion of Australian top performers
decreased by about the same proportion.12
Not only did PISA find that Australia’s school
education standards were dropping overall, it
also found that there were increasingly significant
discrepancies between student outcomes in
different parts of the country. In reading and
scientific literacy there was the equivalent of
one-and-a-half years of school difference
between the highest performing states and
the lowest performing states.13
Across all subjects and school types, higher
socioeconomic status is positively correlated
with a higher level of student performance.
Australian students from wealthy backgrounds
were five times more likely to do well, compared
with students from the lowest socio-economic
group.
As the Gonski Review found:
‘…Australia has a significant gap between its
highest and lowest performing students. This
performance gap is far greater in Australia than
in many OECD countries, particularly those
with high-performing schooling systems. A
concerning proportion of Australia’s lowest
performing students are not meeting minimum
standards of achievement.’14

These findings were largely confirmed in a more
recent report by the Mitchell Institute, which used
census data from 2011 to measure educational
outcomes of Australian students. It found:
•

22 per cent of students were not
developmentally on track in all Australian
Early Development Census domains in the
early years.

•

28.4 per cent of Australian learners have not
developed the core skills required to access
educational opportunity in the middle years.

•

About 26 per cent of Australian students do
not obtain a Year 12 or Certificate III equivalent
by the age of 19. 15

SINCE THE GONSKI REPORT,
THE NEED FOR INVESTMENT AND
REFORM IN OUR SCHOOLS HAS
ONLY BECOME MORE PRESSING.
More recent data by the ABS indicates that in
2014, ‘the apparent retention rate for all students
from Year 7/8 to Year 12 was 83.6%, an increase
of 2.0 percentage points over the 2013 figure.
The rate was 87.4% for females, and 80.0% for
males.’16 Despite these improvements, too many
Australian students are not completing school.
Labor responded to the Gonski Review with
the Better Schools reforms. Under this plan,
every school was to be funded according
to the needs of their students. The changes
created a ‘schooling resource standard’ – a

base rate of funding required to provide a high
quality education to an individual student – plus
additional funding, or ‘loadings’, to help meet
the needs of disadvantaged students, such
as students with disability, students from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students and students with
low English proficiency. The reforms also included
improvements to teaching, learning and school
leadership.17
The Coalition Government has abandoned the
final two years of the six-year Better Schools
plan, and is cutting approximately $30 billion
over ten years from Australian schools.
Since the Gonski Report, the need for investment
and reform in our schools has only become more
pressing.
Between 2008 – when NAPLAN testing was
introduced – and 2015, overall levels of
achievement have hardly improved. This led the
Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting
Authority to warn that the ‘the 2015 results show
that at a national level we are seeing little change
in student achievement in these important areas
of learning.’18
Building the best school system in the world
means we need to continue to attract the best
and brightest to the teaching profession. That
is why Labor will work with universities, school
systems and principals to continuously improve
resources for teachers, as well as enhancing entry
requirements for teaching degrees, improving
initial teacher education, and ensuring ongoing
professional development.

THE WAY FORWARD
Needs-based funding for every student in every school
Australia needs to build a world class education system. Every child, no matter what their
background, where they live or what school they go to, should have the same chance of
succeeding at school and in life.
Overwhelmingly, the evidence on our school performance reinforces the findings of the
Gonski Review. A needs-based funding system is critical to reverse the decline in performance
we are currently witnessing and to ensure Australian students leave school with the skills they
need for the jobs of the future.
Under Labor’s Your Child Our Future plan, announced in January 2016, the Gonski funding
and reforms will be delivered in full, and the Liberal Government’s cuts will be reversed.
Labor’s plan will provide students with more individual attention, better trained teachers
and more support for children with disability.
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To drive this reform, Labor has set clear targets in school education, including:
By 2020

By 2025

•

95 per cent Year 12 completion.

•

•

All STEM teachers in secondary schools
will have a relevant
tertiary qualification.

Returning Australia to the top
five countries in reading, maths
and science.

•

Meeting the OECD definition
of a high quality and high equity
schooling system.

•

Ensuring that all schools have the
opportunity to engage with at least one
school in Asia, including online, and
that every Australian student will have
the opportunity, and be encouraged, to
undertake a continuous course of study in
an Asian language or culture throughout
their years of schooling.

•

All students will study maths or
science to Year 12.

•

Digital technologies and computer
science – coding – is taught in
every primary and secondary
Australian school.

Improve teaching expertise in STEM subjects
To support Australian students to compete in the global labour market, and fill the high-tech jobs of
the future, future Labor governments should work to improve our performance in science, technology,
engineering and maths.
Federal Labor has announced a plan to boost participation in STEM subjects by establishing a five-year
teacher training fund to upskill about 25,000 current STEM teachers. Future Labor governments should
continue to drive higher standards in these subjects at school, university and the VET sector.

Ensure all Australian students can learn coding
Future Labor governments should ensure Australian students are fluent in the language of
the future – computer science, coding and computational thinking.
Federal Labor has announced a plan to encourage more young people to learn coding in school.
This plan includes working with states and territories, teaching bodies and school systems to ensure
coding is taught in every Australian school by 2020 – and working with leading industry initiatives such
as those promoted by Intel, Google, Microsoft and Telstra – investing $9 million to establish a National
Coding in Schools Centre for Excellence. This will help students and teachers develop their skills and
give schools access to the latest innovations.
Labor will also invest in a targeted grants program to promote, encourage and inspire more
girls to learn to code.

Strengthen teaching quality
Every student in every classroom needs a quality teacher. Future Labor governments should continue
to invest in supporting our teachers, principals and school system to improve teaching quality and
student outcomes. This includes teacher education and making sure classroom teachers are supported
and challenged by high quality professional development throughout their careers. Inspiring and
supporting our teachers is the key to getting students interested in learning and improving their results.
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Improve literacy and numeracy
Australia needs to address our high rates of illiteracy and innumeracy. We need to ensure early
intervention programs are in place in all schools so that students do not fall behind, and are supported
to achieve their full potential.
Labor’s Your Child, Our Future plan will enable schools to provide enhanced literacy and numeracy
support to those students who need it most. This includes meeting the needs of individual students
through targeted teaching and individually tailored support.

Skilling students for the future
To equip students to make the most of future social and economic opportunities, future Labor
governments need to focus on supporting the development of complex reasoning, creativity
and entrepreneurial skills. This includes ensuring that curriculum, teacher training, professional
development and assessment systems work together to encourage and value these important skills.

Support students with disability
Labor’s Your Child, Our Future policy must be implemented so that students with disability get the
support they need to get a proper education.
Labor has already announced that we will provide $320 million from 2017 in additional funding to the
More Support for Students with Disabilities program. Labor will also work with the states and territories
to properly fund a disability loading in line with the outcomes of the National Consistent Collection of
Data process.
Your Child, Our Future will also implement the recommendations of the Senate Inquiry into the
Education and Attainment of Students with Disability, including:

•

Establishing a national strategy to improve the education of students with disability;

•

Making it mandatory for all initial teacher education courses to teach best-practice
skills in inclusion;

•

Prioritising the development of a national approach to modifying the curriculum for
students with disability.

Improve school completion, particularly for Indigenous and disadvantaged students
To improve the Year 12 rate of completion, Labor’s Your Child, Our Future policy will deliver additional
targeted resources for Indigenous and disadvantaged students so schools can run programs that keep
students interested in learning and increase Year 12 retention, to support our 95 per cent target.
We also need to ensure students can access vocational and alternative pathways to Year 12
completion. This would allow some students to combine school with work, vocational education
or other activities so they can complete secondary school whatever their circumstances.

Improve career advice for students
To support students to make smart, informed decisions post-secondary school, future Labor
governments should work with the states and territories to make sure students have access to
high quality career and study advice, mentoring and role models. Students should be furnished
with resources to help them build an understanding of further study, vocational education and work
from an earlier age so that they understand the value of education and can successfully transition from
education to work.
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Australian Universities
Higher education is a critical part of ensuring
Australia develops a highly skilled, adaptable
workforce capable of filling the jobs of the future. A
recent report by Deloitte Access Economics found:
‘As digital technology changes the way we
communicate and interact, and computerisation
alters the skills required for workers, the
Australian economy of the future will not just
require workers with traditional “higher skills”,
rather we will require a workforce of creative,
innovative and highly adaptable knowledgeworkers.’19
This will require significant increases in the number
of university graduates. According to Deloitte, the
demand for higher education qualifications will
increase by 34 per cent by 2025.20
Since the 1980s, Australian public policy has
focussed heavily on improving access to higher
education. Yet the 2008 Bradley Review into
Australia’s higher education system found there
remained a gap between the number of graduates
universities were producing and the current and
future needs of employers.
Research undertaken for that review found that
overall demand for people with higher education
qualifications would exceed supply from 2010, and
that Australia needed to increase the number of
students who enter the system, return to study and
complete qualifications.21
In response to the Bradley Review, the previous
Labor Government removed restrictions on
undergraduate enrolment numbers. This and
previous efforts have largely paid off. Over the 12
years from 2000 to 2012, the proportion of young
adults who entered academic tertiary programmes
increased by more than 40 per cent. This was much
higher than the OECD average of 10 per cent during
the same period.22
Removing the cap on higher education places in
2010 resulted in a further increase in enrolments
in recent years, with 190,000 more students at
university today as a result of this reform. This has
resulted in a significant increase in funding for
higher education.23
However, simply increasing enrolments is not
enough to prepare Australians for the jobs of
the future. While OECD data suggests Australia
performs well academically, it is clear that there is
some disconnect between what is being taught at
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universities – as well as the standard to which it is
being taught – and the needs of employers.
Research also suggests that students are not
choosing courses where we know there is going
to be growth in the labour market. According to a
global survey of STEM education, there is a decline
in the enrolment rates of certain STEM courses:
‘In the average OECD country in 2010, 15 per
cent of new entrants to tertiary education were
in engineering, manufacturing and construction,
but in Australia it was 8.7 per cent. While 4.4 per
cent of new tertiary entrants across the OECD
went into sciences compared to 6.6 per cent
in Australia, 2.5 per cent were in mathematics
compared with just 0.4 per cent in Australia.’24
It is widely recognised that boosting STEM skills
in the Australian workforce is vital for our future
prosperity. Knowledge of maths, science, computer
science and scientific method are increasingly
valued by employers.

THE WAY FORWARD
Strengthen STEM skills
at university
To improve our nation’s expertise in science,
technology, engineering and maths,
Labor has announced policies to build
the STEM workforce of the future. These
include providing new financial incentives
to encourage young people to study these
subjects at university. Labor will also write
off the HECS-HELP debt of up to 100,000
STEM award degrees over five years for
students who graduate.

But in a world where design and creativity are also
critical to creating and sustaining the jobs of the
future, universities must ensure that students have
the opportunity to work across disciplines and
develop their capabilities in all areas.
Work by the Grattan Institute suggests that
academic standards in Australia may be slipping.
While Australian universities are generally of a
high standard internationally, Grattan finds that
in addition to the labour market outcomes of
graduates, subject pass rates are declining, and as
entry requirements are eased, more students are
struggling academically.

Linked to growing concerns about quality is the
poor completion rate of university students. The
Department of Education’s 2014 Completion Rates
of Domestic Bachelor Students – A Cohort Analysis,
2005-2013 indicates a steady decline in completion
rates for undergraduate bachelor students.
The numbers are bad, and they are getting worse.
The percentage of bachelor degree students in
Australia who commenced their course in 2005
and completed their course within four years was
47.3 per cent.
Of those who commenced in 2010, the percentage
of those who graduated within four years was
45.1 per cent. The completion rate of those enrolled
in 2005 over the 10 years since their enrolment is
73.6 per cent.
This means that more than a quarter of all
students enrolling in higher education are not
completing their course at all. While we cannot
expect all students who start university to graduate,
universities must ensure they support all the
students they enrol to succeed to the best of
their ability.

MORE THAN A QUARTER OF
ALL STUDENTS ENROLLING
IN HIGHER EDUCATION ARE
NOT COMPLETING THEIR
COURSE AT ALL.

For those who do graduate, the pathways into
the labour market are not as smooth as they
once were. The 2014 Australian Graduate Survey
found a significant deterioration in the short-term
employment prospects of new graduates compared
with 2013. The findings included:
•

68.1 per cent of graduates were in full-time
employment within four months of completing
their degrees (down from 71.3 per cent in 2013
and 76.1 per cent in 2012);

•

20.3 per cent had secured a part-time or casual
position while continuing to seek full-time
employment (up from 18.1 per cent in 2013 and
15.3 per cent in 2012); and

•

11.6 per cent were not working and still looking
for full-time employment.

This was also reflected in the 2015 report by the
Foundation for Young Australians, which found
a significant increase in the period of time it was
taking for young people to transition from full-time
education to full-time work. In 1986, the average
period of time was one year. In 2015, that period
had increased to an average of 4.7 years.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improve higher education
completion rates
To stem the increase in university
non-completion rates, Federal Labor
has announced a goal to increase the
number of students completing their study
by 20,000 graduates per year from 2020.
Labor will work with the university sector
to ensure that incentives within the
demand driven system are introduced
to achieve this goal.

Improve course quality and
labour market outcomes
Federal Labor has announced that it will
invest an additional $31 million in Tertiary
Education Quality Standards Australia
to ensure graduates have the skills and
capabilities they need to compete in the
modern labour market. Labor will also
establish an independent Higher Education
Productivity and Performance Commission
to help universities respond to labour market
demand for certain skills.

Fortunately, Graduate Careers Australia’s Beyond
Graduation Survey indicates that the middle-andlonger-term outlook for Australian graduates is still
very positive, with the employment figures for 2010
graduates growing by 14 percentage points three
years later.
Similarly, bachelor degree graduates in the
wider Australian workforce (aged 15-74) had an
unemployment rate of just 3.2 per cent compared
with an overall rate of 5.8 per cent, and 8.2 per cent
for those with no post-school qualifications.
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This shows that despite short-term employment
prospects not being as positive as they once
were, people with a post-secondary education
have a much more certain employment future
than those without one.
The disparity is only likely to grow over time, which
is why it is so critical that all young Australians
have access to an excellent education that
enables them to make the most of their talents in
a rapidly changing job market.
Access to university must not be compromised
by the deregulation of university fees, which
independent modelling has consistently found
would see a doubling or trebling of fees across
the board, and would lead to $100,000 degrees
in a number of disciplines.
This would not only be devastating for many
young Australians and mature-age students
from low socioeconomic backgrounds, but
massive increases in outstanding HECS debts
could put at risk the sustainability of Australia’s
world-leading income-contingent loans system.

THE WAY FORWARD
Ensure university is affordable
and accessible for all
Federal Labor has announced plans to
strengthen the higher education system
so that every Australian student who wants
to go to university can do so. Labor’s
proposals include:

•

Reversing the Liberal Government’s
cuts to higher education, and ruling
out the Liberals’ deregulation of
undergraduate fees;

•

Introducing a new Student Funding
Guarantee which will give universities
funding certainty and removes the
need for exorbitantly higher fees;

•

Replacing the Higher Education
Participation Program with a new
Higher Education Access and
Growth Strategy to improve access
and completion outcomes.
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Skills and Vocational Education
and Training
Australia’s skills and vocational education and
training (VET) sectors are a vital part of our
nation’s education system.
In 2014, there were about 3.9 million students in
accredited vocational education and training, with
1.79 million students enrolled in the governmentfunded VET system. This includes 242,000
students enrolled in VET in schools.
Along with higher education and universities,
the VET sector is a significant contributor to
our overall educational outcomes.

PEOPLE WITH A POST-SECONDARY
EDUCATION HAVE A MUCH MORE
CERTAIN EMPLOYMENT FUTURE
THAN THOSE WITHOUT ONE.
VET courses provide adults with foundational as
well as technical and job-specific skills. VET also
provides a pathway for young people into skilled
careers that don’t require a university degree. As
such, VET has a critical role to play in improving
literacy and numeracy, as well as addressing our
growing skills shortages in growth industries such
as ICT, health, ageing and disability care and
construction.
In an economy of continuous and rapid change,
the VET sector has a critical role to play
supporting people who lose their job and need to
re-skill for new employment, as well as assisting
workers to up-skill, re-skill and adjust to the rapid
technological change that is now so significant a
part of our labour market.
As the OECD has said:
‘Vocational education and training (VET)
can play a central role in preparing young
people for work, developing the skills of
adults and responding to the labour-market
needs of the economy.’25
Despite its importance to Australia’s social
and economic future, Australia’s VET sector
is at a crossroads. Costs are increasing but
quality is declining,26 particularly in private
courses and states which have experienced
funding reductions.

Evidence of dishonest education providers
delivering poor-quality courses, and students
being saddled with high costs and significant
debts for substandard outcomes is now rife.
The Commonwealth-State funding arrangements
encourage cost shifting, blur responsibility and
have resulted in fragmented governance models
across the sector.27
Victoria University’s Mitchell Institute has noted
that a lack of jurisdictional responsibility and
perverse incentives in the funding arrangements
has meant that:
‘VET now is a somewhat messy, shared
responsibility between the Commonwealth
and the states. The Commonwealth funds
about one-third of VET through the states. It
regulates VET except for state-based providers
in Victoria and Western Australia. It operates
an income contingent loans scheme for VET
diploma and advanced diploma students but
the states control public subsidies and fees
for VET courses. The Commonwealth provides
substantial funding for employer incentives
for apprenticeships and traineeships, but the
states regulate them.’28
The other main issue that needs to be
addressed is the significant reduction
in funding for the VET sector.
Analysis released by the Mitchell Institute in
August 2015 revealed that since 2003-04,
funding for schools has increased by 25 per cent,
funding for higher education has increased by
40 per cent, but funding for VET has risen by
just five per cent. Funding for VET across all
levels of government has actually dropped more
recently, falling seven per cent in 2013-14 alone.29
This reflects not just the cuts that have been
imposed on the VET sector, but also the relative
importance that is ascribed to schools and
universities over vocational education.
Enrolments in vocational education and training
courses are now in decline. While enrolments in
VET were stable or steadily increasing until 2012,
they fell by 3.4 per cent in 2013.
Completions are also declining. The National
Centre for Vocational Education Research
has reported that student completion rates in
subsidised training fell from 36 per cent in 2012
to 34 per cent in 2013. According to the report,

the fall in completions was largest among
students under the age of 25, dropping from
46.8 per cent in 2012 to just 40.9 in 2013.
In addition, the implementation of expanded
VET FEE-HELP arrangements, providing incomecontingent loans for diploma and advanced
diploma qualifications, designed to remove
upfront costs for students and expand course
offerings, has had unintended consequences
in terms of fee increases and student debts.

THE DECLINE IN AUSTRALIA’S VET
SYSTEM IS AS SIGNIFICANT A RISK
TO OUR FUTURE PROSPERITY AS
OUR DECLINING STANDARDS
IN SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES.
Between 2013 and 2014, VET FEE-HELP loans
increased from $699 million to $1.7 billion.
This growth was fuelled in part by providers
taking advantage of students through upfront
inducements to sign people up to courses with
little regard to their opportunity for completion,
resulting in significant debts. Students are now
finding themselves saddled with debt for low
quality courses, and often no qualification.
The current Liberal Government is currently
considering a potential takeover of the TAFE
sector by the Commonwealth Government.
Given the Liberal Government’s punitive cuts to
the VET sector and apprentice support, any further
attack on TAFE funding is of great concern.
However, improving the governance and
jurisdictional arrangements for the VET sector
through a more consistent framework is needed.
The overlay of a rigorous performance framework
would ensure greater scrutiny on results, and
drive better student outcomes.
Consideration of options to clarify roles and
responsibilities is central to the future of the VET
sector. The decline in Australia’s VET system is
as significant a risk to our future prosperity as our
declining standards in schools and universities.
Labor will always see the VET sector as an
important part the continuum of education across
life – either post-school, during career transitions
or as a pathway to university.
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Australia needs to restore confidence in the
VET sector, and protect the value of vocational
qualifications. This requires an honest assessment
of the state of the sector, and a clear articulation of
the principles that should underpin VET today and
into the future.
Labor’s approach to the future of the VET sector
should be guided by the following principles:
1. A high quality, strong TAFE network,
and high quality private providers that
ensure course offerings meet the needs
of students.
2. A curriculum that focusses on the
supporting jobs today and jobs of
the future.
3. A rigorous performance framework that
focuses on completions and the highest
quality standards to ensure that students
are ready for employment.
4. Integration with schools and universities to
provide seamless pathways for students.
5. Clarity around roles and responsibilities
for different levels of government, with
clear performance and funding, resulting
in a National Plan for Vocational Education
and Training.
6. Sustainable funding (from all levels of
government) that supports a strong
sector.
7. A regional presence to ensure all
Australians have access to quality
vocational education and training
opportunities.
For Labor, publicly-funded TAFEs are a critical
part of the VET sector as the principal provider.
It is critical that there is a strong TAFE system to
ensure that VET is available – especially in regions
that are under significant pressure and are in
economic transition.
That is why Labor has proposed a TAFE Funding
Guarantee – so that it remains at the centre of the
system and provides ongoing and continuous
support for individuals through the transitions.

78 | QUALITY EDUCATION ACROSS LIFE

THE WAY FORWARD
An independent review
into Australia’s vocational
education and training sector
Australia needs a VET sector that is equipped
for the future economy and that supports
Australian students to reach their full
potential. Consistent with reviews in schools
and university funding undertaken by the
former Labor Government, the VET sector
needs a similar intense and independent
review of its funding, governance and the
quality of the sector, with a clear pathway to
reform on the basis of the seven principles
set out above. This review should outline in
detail a national place for Australian TAFE.

Proper oversight for VET
across Australia
Governments provide significant investment
in the VET sector, and we should all expect
high quality outcomes for students. The
recent evidence of dishonest VET providers
needs to be properly addressed to ensure
the integrity of the VET FEE-HELP scheme
and secure confidence in responsible VET
provider. Future Labor governments should
consider the appointment of an industryfunded National VET Ombudsman. There
are a range of other integrity measures that
could be considered to ensure students
are completing studies, that courses are of
a high standard, and to manage the fiscal
sustainability of the sector.

Lifelong learning
The rapid change that now characterises our
economy and the influences of new technology
mean that the need for ongoing investment in
skills and capabilities of our workforce throughout
life is critical.
This is important for low skilled workers as much as
high skilled workers. Lifelong learning helps people
increase their opportunities to re-enter the workforce
if they have lost their job. It helps people to advance
in their current employment and it helps people to
fill – and create – new jobs and industries.
Lifelong learning can also provide certainty and
confidence when navigating the ever-changing
environments many Australians now work in.

The OECD has also shown that about three million
adults want more learning, despite about two million
of those already being engaged in some form of
adult learning.33 This suggests there is a significant
unmet demand for further learning opportunities.
For most, the main barriers to engaging in further
learning are time and financial constraints.34
One recent shift that can go some way to meeting
this demand is the availability of education through
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), which are
expanding the reach of education through online
teaching. With many courses free to the student,
the barriers to entry are reduced to as little as an
internet connection.

The end of school or university can no longer be
the end of a person’s education. Traditional life
transitions from education to work to retirement
have been replaced by periods of time throughout
a person’s life when he or she might return to study,
or juggle work and study at the same time.

IF WE WANT TO ENGAGE
MORE PEOPLE IN ADULT LEARNING,
WE NEED TO MAKE SURE THEY
HAVE THE FINANCIAL AND WORK
FLEXIBILITY TO DO SO.

Rather than seeing work and education as two
separate things, we need to see learning as part of
an ongoing process of capability development. This
view has given rise to the term ‘Working Learner,’
to describe those who combine work with formal
and informal learning throughout their careers.

With genuinely massive reach, these courses
provide access to a diverse range of courses
addressing all levels of study. Ensuring these
programs are delivered to a high quality is critical.

If Australia is to have more adaptive workforce,
we need more working learners.

If we want to engage more people in adult learning,
we need to make sure they have the financial and
work flexibility to do so.

Fortunately, there are large numbers of Australians
already undertaking learning in their adult years.
In 2013, more than 40 per cent of adults between
the age of 25 and 64 were undertaking some form
of adult learning, including formally through the
university or VET sectors, or informally either within
the workplace or simply for personal interest.30

Over many years, different proposals have been
put forward to increase access to learning for
adults, particularly low-skilled workers. The need for
establishing these reforms, and positioning them at
the centre of our employment and education and
training frameworks is becoming more pressing.
Suggested reforms have included:

The participation of Australians in adult education
is high by international standards. According to
the OECD, Australia’s rate of engagement of 25-64
year olds is around five percentage points higher
than the OECD average, although we lag behind
eight other OECD countries for enrolments in adult
learning, both formal and informal.31

•

The establishment of lifelong learning
accounts (similar to a superannuation
account but to fund education);

•

The conversion of long-service leave to a
form of training leave, so people can spend
longer periods of time retraining throughout
their career;

•

A stronger focus on on-the-job training
opportunities, such as job mentoring
and shadowing, and accreditation of
work-based skills.

According to the OECD, following the removal of
caps on higher education places in 2010, the rate of
engagement of 30-39 years olds has risen by 13 per
cent, compared with the OECD average increase of
seven per cent. Among this age group, Australia is
behind only Finland, Iceland and Sweden.32
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THE WAY FORWARD
Use and recognition of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs)
MOOCs provide near unlimited access to education, with many courses offered free to the student.
Increasing the use, and tailoring, of these types of courses to the needs of the Australian economy
would represent a significant shift in peoples’ capacity to undertake vital learning though their
working life.
Looking at ways to ensure appropriate recognition of these courses will be an important part of
guaranteeing that quality is maintained.

Developing a national standard for personalised educational
accounts
Through increased use of technology, future Labor governments should consider developing
national standards for individualised educational accounts, to measure and report core competencies,
accredited employer-based training, other accredited courses, online courses
and development programs. This will serve as a mobile register that is linked to an individual
and is portable. These individualised accounts could be used a basis for career development,
clearly identifying skills gaps as well as a consistently available and accepted resource for skills
recognition beyond formal qualifications for individuals across employers and industries.

Increase access to literacy and numeracy support for working
age Australians
Too many Australians lack the literacy and numeracy skills to join the labour market or get
jobs in a rapidly changing economy. With some support, these people could go on to see the benefits
of work. Already, neighbourhood houses, community centres and TAFE provide a
range of quality community based learning opportunities in foundational skills. Future Labor
governments should continue to investigate ways of expanding access to adult literacy and numeracy
education to ensure every Australian has the building blocks needed to engage in
society and gain meaningful employment.

Work with employers to improve access to on-the-job training and
accreditation opportunities
When it comes to lifelong learning, employers, business and individuals should work together to ensure
we have the skills we need to compete in our modern, dynamic economy. Future Labor governments
should partner with business to improve access to on the job training, so that both business and the
nation has the highly skilled, adaptable workforce we need for the future.
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Kelly’s story
“I left the paid workforce seven years ago when I had my first son. Now we’ve got three
wonderful boys.
“By the time you put food on the table, pay the school fees and keep a roof over your
head, there’s not much left for other things like sport. It would be lovely to be able to
treat them from time to time rather than having to dedicate the majority of our household
income to simply living.
“I would like to return to part-time work but the obstacles make it pretty daunting. The
job market is hard enough to crack. The cost of child care would eat up all my earnings.
And there aren’t many jobs that can accommodate flexible working arrangements
between school hours.
“For a mum who has been out of the workplace for seven years, there seems to be little
opportunities or incentives to return to it.
“Before I had my kids I worked in IT. The industry is so competitive and so much has
changed while I’ve been raising a family.
“We don’t live extravagantly. We just try to provide a safe and fulfilling environment for
our young children. Having three happy, healthy kids is a pretty great reward.”
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BALANCING WORK, CARE
AND FAMILY
Just as our economy and the nature of work is changing, so too are our families.
Increased female workforce participation is strengthening our economy, but it is also
changing the way families balance work and caring responsibilities – whether for
children, sick or disabled family members or the elderly.
Men are taking on more of those caring responsibilities as well.
The ageing of our population means some families are caring for children at the
same time as they are caring for elderly parents.
Unpaid care is as much a part of the lives of Australians as paid work. The social
and economic benefits of unpaid care are enormous.
For many parents of young children and carers of sick, disabled or elderly family
members, balancing work and care is a serious challenge. It comes at a financial
cost, and can often come at an emotional one too.
A failure to assist people in managing these competing responsibilities can create
and entrench economic and social inequalities.
If work is central to building a decent life, then good policy must support people to
work at the same time as they raise children or spend time with their family.
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Work, care and
family today
Parenting
According to the 2011 Census, roughly one in
three women (31.8 per cent) and one in four men
(23.6 per cent) had provided unpaid care for a
young child in the preceding two weeks.1
Women provided a higher proportion of child care
across all age groups, but the largest gender
gap was in the 25-44 year age bracket, where
close to two thirds of women provided unpaid
child care.2 In 2006, women spent 8 hours and
33 minutes per day (on average) caring for
children. Comparatively, men spent 3 hours and
55 minutes.3
Child care provision, particularly for very young
children, has a considerable impact on labour
market participation. According to the HILDA
survey, employment participation drops among
women with a child under five and drops even
further among women with more than one child
under five.4
The employment rate among mothers of a child
under five is 58 per cent, dropping to 39 per cent
among women with more than one child under
five, compared with an employment participation
rate of 70.6 per cent among all women aged 1564 years.
However, for men with a child under five, the
employment rate is about 90 per cent, higher than
the employment participation rate of 82.4 per cent
for all men aged 15-64 years.5
For men who remain in full-time work, the birth
of a child is often associated with an increase in
the number of hours worked. This could be to
financially support the partner to stay at home with
the child for longer, and is one indicator that men
face different types of pressures on their capacity
to combine work and care. This also reflects the
reality that most families determine their work and
care responsibilities together.
These figures are supported by the ABS Labour
Force Survey, which in June 2012 found women
with a child under the age of six years were much
less likely than men with children of this age to be
in employment. Their employment participation
rate was 39 percent lower than their male
counterparts.6 Nevertheless, in a 2014 survey
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of fathers by Save the Children Australia, one in
three fathers expressed a desire to spend more
time with their children, including playing with
their children more and staying home when their
children are sick.7
Those women with children who were in
employment were much more likely to be working
part-time (66 per cent compared with seven per
cent of employed males working part-time).8
Australia has a relatively high incidence of parttime work compared with other OECD countries.9
This effect on employment participation does not
stop when the child reaches age six: 55 per cent
of employed mothers of children aged 6-14 are
working part-time, compared with just eight per
cent of employed fathers.10

RESEARCH SUGGESTS THAT
PARENTS WANT TO BE SUPPORTED
TO COMBINE WORK AND CARE –
NOT FORCED TO PURSUE ONE AT THE
TOTAL EXPENSE OF THE OTHER.
Hence, having a child has large, immediate and
ongoing effects on employment participation,
particularly among women. Research suggests
that parents want to be supported to combine
work and care – not forced to pursue one at the
total expense of the other. This requires flexibility
in work arrangements, but also opportunities for
career progression. And of course, access to
affordable, readily available and good quality child
care is critical.
In Australia today, both men and women face a
number of barriers to successfully manage work
and care:
•

a lack of flexible return to work options;

•

a lack of available, affordable or appropriate
child care;

•

a lack of employer understanding and still-tooprevalent workplace discrimination;

•

gendered distribution of domestic caring
responsibilities;

•

a lack of or outdated skills and experience;
and

•

cost-benefit decisions about returning to
work, including the interplay between income
support and tax rates.

Carers
In the 2012 Survey of Disability, Ageing and
Carers, almost 2.7 million Australians were
identified as providing unpaid care for a person
with disability, long term illness, or frailty due to old
age. About 770,000 (29 per cent) of these were
identified as primary carers, or those carers who
provided the most ongoing care for the person
with disability.
About one third of primary carers identify as
having disability themselves (37 per cent),
compared with 16 per cent of people who are not
in a caring role.
Women make up the majority of carers,
representing 70 per cent of primary carers and
56 per cent of carers overall. Among people
aged 55 to 64 years, there are about 125,000
female primary carers and 60,000 male primary
carers. There are almost equal numbers of male
and female primary carers in the 75 years and
over age group (an estimated 35,100 males and
36,500 females).11

ONLY ABOUT 20 PER CENT OF FEMALE
PRIMARY CARERS ARE IN FULL TIME
EMPLOYMENT, DROPPING TO LESS
THAN 15 PER CENT AMONG PRIMARY
CARERS AGED 55-64.
The proportion of Australians who are carers
generally increases with age until the age of 65
years. After the age of 75 years there are almost
double the proportion of male non-primary carers
compared with female non-primary carers (15.8
per cent of males compared with 8.5 per cent of
females). This equates to around 91,000 male and
61,500 female, non-primary carers aged 75 years
or more.12 A non-primary carer is someone who
provides care to a person who is independent but
still requires some assistance.
The employment rate of carers is much lower than
for the working age population more broadly. In
addition, among employed carers, a considerable
proportion work part-time.

The effect of caring responsibilities on employment
participation is particularly pronounced among
primary carers.13
Only about 20 per cent of female primary carers
are in full-time employment, dropping to less than
15 per cent among primary carers aged 55-64.
For male primary carers, the proportion
participating in employment is around 45-50 per
cent and, like females, this drops in the 55-64 age
group to around 30 per cent.14 This shows that
mature aged primary carers have a particularly
low employment participation rate.
Research on carers highlights the difficulties that
their caring responsibilities create for participating
in employment. This includes the significant
difficulty in managing work with unpredictable
caring responsibilities. Care provision can, at
various times, be intense or moderate, depending
of the particular needs of the care receiver.
It changes over the life course in myriad and
complex ways.
Despite the challenges associated with caring
responsibilities, research repeatedly suggests that
carers want to continue providing care for their
loved one.
Carers undertake their role within strong
relationships of love and reciprocity. It is often their
belief that, aside from the person they care for,
they have the best knowledge and understanding
of their needs and want to continue to be involved
in their care.
Policy responses need to take a long-term
approach, recognising the changing dynamics of
caring responsibilities.
Many carers also report wanting the opportunity
to participate in paid employment, if the intensity
of their caring responsibilities permits. They
recognise that employment will likely bring a
range of benefits for their health and wellbeing,
including fulfilment and enjoyment, extra income,
broadened social interaction and respite from the
demands of their caring role.15
To be able to do this, carers need appropriate
services and flexibility in the workplace. This
includes alternative care options, flexible working
arrangements and employers who understand
their caring responsibilities.
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Carers report that a major barrier is the lack of
affordable, appropriate and good quality services
to support carers and the people for whom they
care. This includes a lack of alternative care
and respite options, both in the home and in
community and residential settings.16
Carers also report that they do not feel
comfortable transferring some of their
responsibilities to services unless those services
are of sufficiently high quality.

THE LACK OF FLEXIBLE WORK
OPTIONS IS ANOTHER BARRIER
FOR CARERS, ESPECIALLY THOSE
THAT ACCOMMODATE THE
UNPREDICTABLE AND CHANGING
NATURE OF THEIR CARING ROLE.
The lack of flexible work options is another barrier
for carers, especially those that accommodate
the unpredictable and changing nature of the
caring role. Many face difficulties in arranging
working hours to accommodate their caring
responsibilities.
Carers also report a lack of employer
understanding, as well as direct or indirect
employer discrimination, as barriers to staying in
the workforce or to re-entering the workforce after
a period spent caring. This is often exacerbated
by a loss of skills, expertise or confidence while
out of the workforce, and lack of appropriate
training or re-training options.17

Young carers
Young carers face particular challenges in
balancing their caring responsibilities with their
participation in education and, as they get older,
participation in paid work.
This can have negative long-term effects on
their skills development, their labour market
participation and their career development. We
need to better support young carers in a number
of ways, including through the schooling system,
tertiary education institutions, respite and other
services.18
Young carers also consistently report a desire
to be able to work more if they could find the
flexible work environments that would help them to
manage their work and caring responsibilities.
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Mature age carers
Mature age carers also face particular challenges
in balancing employment and care. Many have
been outside of the labour market for a long
period of time and are attempting to re-enter the
labour market later in life.
Many feel that their age, as well as their outdated
skills or experience, is a barrier to finding
employment and are concerned about age
discrimination. Many are also experiencing their
own health difficulties.19

Employers and workplaces
Creating care-friendly workplaces is an issue of
great significance for employers.
According to the Survey of Disability, Ageing
and Carers (SDAC) 2009, in Australia, 4.1 million
employees had unpaid caring responsibilities –
38.2 per cent of the workforce were parents or
carers.20
With more than a third of their workforce having
caring responsibilities, employers have a large
stake in building care-friendly workplaces that
can accommodate their employees.
There are many benefits to employers in
developing care-friendly workplaces. These
include improved productivity, improvements to
employee attraction and retention, reduced costs
associated with absenteeism and staff turnover,
improved employee morale and benefits for
corporate image.21
However, creating care-friendly workplaces can
require widespread change in employer policy,
practice and workplace culture.

Retirement incomes
People who spend long periods of time out of
the workforce providing care for young children
or for a family member with a disability, long term
illness, or frailty due to old age, retire on lower
superannuation balances, and end up relying
more heavily on the Age Pension as their primary
income in retirement.
On average, women currently retire with half the
superannuation of men, and earn $700,000 less
in their lifetime — a situation that is leaving many
older women at risk of poverty and insecurity,
particularly if they are living on their own.22

Industry Super Australia modelling shows that
even with super, pension payments and other
savings combined, 63 per cent of single women
will still not be retiring comfortably by 2055 unless
the retirement income system is restructured
in their favour. This issue is currently being
investigated through a Senate inquiry.

According to the Fair Work Ombudsman,
pregnancy discrimination was the most common
matter investigated in 2013-14, comprising around
47 per cent of complaints.25

ON AVERAGE, WOMEN CURRENTLY
RETIRE WITH HALF THE
SUPERANNUATION OF MEN, AND
EARN $700,000 LESS IN THEIR
LIFETIME — A SITUATION THAT IS
LEAVING MANY OLDER WOMEN AT
RISK OF POVERTY AND INSECURITY.

This discrimination, ranging from negative
attitudes through to dismissal, is costly for families
and workplaces, as well as the economy and
society as a whole.

There is currently no mechanism in Australia’s
superannuation system for compensating for
periods spent providing care.
This means that people who take time out of the
workforce to care for children, sick or disabled
family members or elderly parents are left at a
significant disadvantage in retirement than those
who are able to stay in paid employment over their
working life.

Current policies to support
parents and carers
Anti-discrimination legislation
Australia has a series of anti-discrimination
provisions designed to protect parents from
discrimination associated with child bearing and
rearing. However, according to the Australian
Human Rights Commission (AHRC), women in
particular continue to face discrimination in the
workplace during pregnancy or when they return
to work.23

Discrimination is also not solely experienced by the
pregnant mother, but also by men requesting flexible
work conditions following the birth of their children.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improve rights and
protections against
pregnancy discrimination
The incidence of pregnant women facing
workplace discrimination is alarmingly high,
and this is a significant barrier to workforce
participation. Future Labor governments
should work with the Australian Human
Rights Commission, unions and employer
groups to address continuing gaps in the
protection of workers against discrimination.
The Human Rights Commission has also
recommended the creation of guidance
material for employers on their obligations
in relation to the work, health and safety
needs of pregnant employees, employees
undergoing IVF and employees returning to
work after miscarriage or childbirth (including
employees who are breastfeeding).
Such guidance material could be developed
with a view to introducing a ‘code of practice’
to have effect under Work Health and Safety
laws in every jurisdiction.

A 2014 inquiry by the AHRC found that one in two
mothers and more than a quarter of dads and
partners reported experiencing discrimination
in the workplace related to their parenting
responsibilities – either upon return to work, in
trying to access parental leave or in juggling their
parenting and working roles more generally.24
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Right to request flexible working
arrangements
The Fair Work Act 2009 provides employed
parents and, more recently, carers with a right to
request flexible working arrangements, designed
to support parents and carers to flexibly manage
their work and caring responsibilities.
In 2013, the group of workers who can make
right to request flexible work arrangements
was expanded to include:
•

workers with caring responsibilities;

•

employees who are parents, or who
have responsibility for the care of a
child of school age;

•

employees with disability;

•

mature age employees; and

•

workers experiencing family violence and
workers providing personal care, support and
assistance to a member of their immediate
family or member of their household because
they are experiencing family violence.

The previous Labor Government also amended
the Fair Work Information Statement provided to
every new employee to ensure they are aware of
their rights to request flexible work arrangements.
We also provided further guidance to employers
and employees about what constitutes
‘reasonable business grounds’ under which
employers can refuse a request.

THERE IS ALSO A NEED
FOR CULTURAL CHANGE TO
RECOGNISE THE INHERENT
VALUE IN UNPAID CARE.
The Australian Human Rights Commission found a
lack of enforcement of existing industrial relations
policies and regulations, such as the right to
request provisions in the National Employment
Standards.
Consideration of ways of encouraging more
flexible working conditions should be considered
to improve participation.
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There is also a need for cultural change to
recognise the inherent value in unpaid care, and
to facilitate a greater understanding of the need
for flexibility in working environments.
In its present form, many casual employees
are not entitled to the right to request flexible
work arrangements (they are only eligible if they
are long term casual employees and have a
reasonable expectation of ongoing employment).

IN 2014, 837,000 AUSTRALIAN
CHILDREN WERE CARED FOR
BY THEIR GRANDPARENTS IN
A TYPICAL WEEK.
In addition, in its present form, employers do not
have an obligation to reasonably accommodate
requests for flexible working arrangements.
Currently, employers have a right to refuse
the request if there are ‘reasonable business
grounds’.
Where an employee is dissatisfied with the reason
their employer turned down their request, the Fair
Work Commission provides a mediation service (if
the employer agrees to participate) but there is no
legal right of appeal and the employer cannot be
directed to accept a request.
When parents return to work after having a baby,
many rely on grandparents to provide regular
childcare – in 2014, 837,000 Australian children
were cared for by their grandparents in a typical
week.
This is for a number of reasons: family
preferences, lack of access to affordable,
available, quality childcare, or a belief that their
child is too young for formal care (particularly if
the mother is returning to work after only a few
months). Many Australian grandparents, who are
themselves still working, are juggling their own
work with childcare responsibilities so that their
children can return to work.
Parents, carers, and grandparent carers
(those with permanent guardianship of their
grandchildren) have access to the right to
request provisions, but grandparents with
regular childcare responsibilities currently do
not. Consideration of broadening access to the
provisions could help this large number of mature
age Australians balance work and care.

THE WAY FORWARD
Working with business and
unions to create flexible
workplaces for parents and
carers
Recognising the desires of many parents
and carers to continue working whilst also
undertaking their caring duties, future Labor
governments should continue to work with
business and unions to help create flexible
work environments so that parents and
carers can balance their work and care
responsibilities effectively.

few knew that they could take that leave at any
time over the first 12 months of the child’s life,
and most were unaware that their employers
could top-up the leave pay to more than the
minimum wage.28
Because of the clear benefits of the scheme,
it has been suggested that the current Paid
Parental Leave scheme provides a good
foundation to make further improvements.29
This is further discussed in Investing in the Early
Years. International best practice suggests that
26 weeks leave is a more appropriate period of
time away from work for the wellbeing of parents.

THE WAY FORWARD

Paid Parental Leave

Supporting new parents to
spend time with their babies

The current government Paid Parental Leave
scheme, introduced by the former Labor
Government, provides 18 weeks paid leave at the
national minimum wage. In 2013, Labor extended
the scheme to include two weeks Dad and Partner
Pay, also paid at the national minimum wage.

Paid Parental Leave has an important role to
play in ensuring children get the best start
in life, as well as maintaining an important
connection between women and their
employers whilst they are on leave after
having a baby.

A 2014 evaluation of the scheme shows that it is
targeted to those who need it most. The review
found that the scheme is having a particularly
strong impact on allowing low-income women and
self-employed women to take time off work when
they have a baby. It also found that the scheme
increases mothers’ tendency to return to work in
the long-term, particularly low-income women and
women in casual employment.26

For further details see Investing in the
Early Years.

THE MORE INVOLVED DADS ARE
WHEN THEIR CHILD IS BORN, THE
MORE INVOLVED THE DADS WILL
BE AS THEIR CHILD GROWS UP.
The evaluation also found that access to Dad and
Partner Pay is starting to show evidence of cultural
change. For example, the more involved dads
are when their child is born, the more involved the
dads will be as their child grows up.27 However,
the evaluation also found that very few men were
aware of the availability of Dad and Partner Pay,

A greater role for fathers in
early childhood development
and care
Dad and Partner Pay helps new fathers to
manage their work and care responsibilities
in the very early days of their new baby’s
life. For further details see Investing in the
Early Years.

Child care
Access to quality, affordable child care is an
important part of ensuring Australian children get
the best start in life. But access to affordable child
care is also critical in ensuring that parents can be
part of the paid workforce.
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LEADING CHANGE
SWEDEN'S PATERNITY LEAVE
In Sweden, Paid Parental Leave is steadily changing the gendered nature of
responsibility for caring for children. First introduced in 1974, Swedish parents can
now receive a total of 16 months of paid parental leave. In 1995, one month of that
leave was reserved exclusively for fathers. In 2002, that was extended to two months
and in 2015, a third month was added. If dads choose not to take that leave, the family
loses the three months entirely. The remainder of PPL can be shared between the
parents as they choose. Over time, this has led to more and more dads taking full
responsibility for raising children. In 2012, fathers took 24 per cent of Paid Parental
Leave. As a result, in Sweden around 80 per cent of mothers work, compared with
around 60 per cent in Australia.
Many parents still have difficulty accessing child
care due to lack of availability and cost, making it
difficult to return to work. Some sources suggest
that one in three parents resign from their jobs
after child birth because they are unable to
negotiate appropriate flexible work conditions with
their employers. Many women also indicate that
they would like to work more than they currently
do, but are unable to do so because of lack of
access to affordable child care.
The Productivity Commission recently handed the
Federal Government its final report on child care.
The Government has now introduced legislation
for a new child care reform package, but there is
uncertainty over the details of the package and its
effects on families.
The package includes:
•

Replacement of the Child Care Benefit and
Child Care Rebate with a single means-tested
subsidy. Families earning $65,710 or less will
receive a subsidy of 85 per cent of the actual
fee paid (up to an hourly fee cap). For families
with incomes above $65,710, the subsidy
tapers down to 20 per cent when family
incomes reach $340,000 or more.

•

The introduction of a new activity test.

•

The introduction of a new child care safety net
for vulnerable families and children.

Much of the Government’s rhetoric around this
new package has focussed on the participation
benefits for women.
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The Government has suggested that the package
will encourage more than 240,000 families to
increase their involvement in paid employment,
including almost 38,000 jobless families.
When requested to provide the modelling on
which these claims are made, the Government
refused.

THE WAY FORWARD
Affordable, accessible and
quality child care for every
Australian child
Quality child care and early education helps
ensure children get the best possible start
in life. It also helps parents, particularly,
women, manage their care
and work responsibilities. For further details
see Investing in the Early Years.

Expand Outside School Hours
Care
Children who have access to Outside School
Hours Care reap the benefits of extracurricular activities. It also helps parents,
particularly, women, to manage their care
and work responsibilities. For further details
see Investing in the Early Years.

Outside School Hours Care

Carer leave

Despite the stated aim of child care changes being
to improve female workforce participation, little
focus has been given to outside school hours care.

Under the National Employment Standards in the
Fair Work Act, employees are entitled to ten days
per year of paid personal leave which includes
both sick leave and carer leave.

The National Foundation for Australian Women
(NFAW) argues that efforts to close the gap
between female and male workforce participation
require governments to enhance both the
availability and accessibility of out of school
hours care.30
A 2012 National Centre for Social and Economic
Modelling study found that about 10 per cent of
school-aged children used outside school hours
care and that they were more likely to come from
affluent areas. It also found that many households
with school-aged children were having difficulty
accessing child care.31
According to the Productivity Commission, about
33 per cent of children in the age group most
likely to attend child care are currently accessing
outside school hours care, predominantly after
school care.32 This has a significant impact on
the capacity for parents to work longer hours.
In its report, the Productivity Commission
recommended that state and territory
governments should proactively encourage the
provision of outside school hours care on school
sites, including ensuring services receive high
priority on any guidelines on access to school
facilities, and placing an onus on school principals
to ensure care is available.
The Productivity Commission also recommended
that the Australian Government ensure any
requirements on the age of children able to
attend an outside school hours care service be
sufficiently flexible as to enable an outside school
hours care service to include, or operate primarily
for, preschool age children.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improve Outside School
Hours Care
Children who have access to Outside School
Hours Care reap the benefits of extracurricular activities. It also helps parents,
particularly, women, to manage their care and
work responsibilities. For further details see
Investing in the Early Years.

This leave provision is available to all employees
except casual employees. This excludes many
working carers, who are more likely to be in
casual or precarious work than their non-caring
counterparts, from entitlement to carer leave.33
Carer leave can be taken if the employee needs
to provide care for an immediate family or
household member who is sick or injured, or to
provide help during a family emergency (other
relations of kinship care outside of the household
are not recognised).

THERE IS CURRENTLY NO
LEGISLATED CARER LEAVE
ENTITLEMENT THAT
ACCOMMODATES SHORT
CAREER BREAKS DURING
PERIODS OF INTENSIVE
CARE NEED, SUCH AS
PALLIATIVE CARE.
The full 10 days is only available to full-time
employees and it is reduced on a pro rata
basis for part-time employees. This means
that parents and carers, who are more likely
to be working part-time than those without
caring responsibilities, have fewer days of
personal leave.
All employees, including casual employees,
are entitled to an additional two days of unpaid
leave each time an immediate family or household
member needs care and support, although an
employee’s paid leave must be exhausted to
be able to draw on their unpaid carer leave.
For many, this is too few days to accommodate
for the often frequent interruptions associated
with caring responsibilities. There is currently
no legislated carer leave entitlement that
accommodates short career breaks during
periods of intensive care need, such as
palliative care.34
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The Carer Payment and Carer
Allowance
Currently, carers whose caring responsibilities
make it difficult for them to work can receive the
Carer Payment, as well as the Carer Allowance.
The Carer Payment currently restricts
opportunities for carers to participate in paid work
and education, through both the income and
assets test, and the ‘25 hour rule’, which restricts
a carer’s participation in work or education to
25 hours (including travel time).
This creates particular difficulties when carers
need to transition in and out of work as the need
for care intensifies or reduces. Allowing for greater
flexibility for carers as their care load changes
would help them maintain links to work and
improve their long-term employment prospects.
The 25 hour rule creates particular challenges for
young carers, who are participating in primary,
secondary or tertiary education and who are often
attempting to undertake part-time work too in
order to support their families.

Services for carers
Carers report that alternative care options and
respite care are essential for them to be able to
participate in paid work. There are a range of
services that can support carers to enter or remain
in the workforce, or to better balance their work
and care. There are also different formal care
options for people with disability and frail older
people, funded by state and Commonwealth
governments.
According to carers, alternative care options are
not always appropriate, affordable or of a high
enough quality to enable them to participate in
employment. This includes a lack of alternative
care options, both in the home and in community
and residential settings.
Submissions to the Australian Government’s
2008 Inquiry into better support for carers
emphasised that there were limited options
for disability long day care, out of hours care,
and school holidays care, which made it
difficult for carers who were trying to balance
work and care.35
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The National Disability Insurance Scheme will
provide more coordinated formal care options for
people with a permanent and significant disability.
However, the primary focus of the NDIS is on the
needs of the person with disability, not the needs
of the carer.

ACCORDING TO CARERS,
ALTERNATIVE CARE OPTIONS
ARE NOT ALWAYS APPROPRIATE,
AFFORDABLE OR OF A HIGH
ENOUGH QUALITY TO ENABLE
THEM TO PARTICIPATE
IN EMPLOYMENT.
There are also a number of respite services
available for carers of people with disability
and frail older people.
The most comprehensive respite scheme for
carers is the Commonwealth Government-funded
National Respite for Carers Program, which
provides respite of varying types. However, there
is lower than expected take-up of respite services
and research with carers reveals that the service
is often not appropriate or flexible enough to
meet their needs. Working carers report that the
respite does not accommodate their employment
needs.36
From July 2015, the National Respite for Carers
Program will be rolled into the Commonwealth
Home Support Program. More work is needed to
determine how to better meet the respite needs
of working carers.
Employment services can also support carers
to enter or re-enter the labour market. However,
carers report that the current employment services
system could better meet their specific training
needs, such as focussing on updating their
skills in a manner that is directly relevant to their
industry experience.37

THE WAY FORWARD
Improve opportunities for carers to participate in education
and employment
The Carer Payment currently restricts opportunities for carers to participate in paid work and
education, through both the income and assets test, and the ‘25 hour rule’, which restricts a
carer’s participation in work or education to 25 hours (including travel time).
To support carers, particularly young carers, to manage their care responsibilities without
compromising their education or work, future Labor governments should give serious
consideration to amending or abolishing the 25 hour rule.
The Young Carers Bursary Program is also a highly successful program aimed at supporting
young carers with the costs of education. Consideration should be given as to how to improve
this program further.

Increase access to respite for carers
To ameliorate the significant physical, emotional and psychological toll placed on many carers
by their caring responsibilities, future Labor governments should improve respite services for
carers with intensive caring responsibilities.

Improve support for grandparent carers
Grandparent carers face unique challenges and it is important that they are supported to fulfil
this essential role. Yet governments know little about this cohort or how their needs can be best
met by service providers.
To better support grandparents caring for their children, there should be a significant research
project into the specific needs of grandparent carers, and the supports they need to help with
their caring responsibilities.

Improve retirement incomes for carers
To protect the living standards in retirement of carers who spend significant amounts of time
out of the workforce as a result of their caring responsibilities – whether as parents or carers
for elderly family members or family members with disability, future Labor governments should
look at effective ways to improve the retirement incomes of carers
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Domenico’s story
“I migrated to Australia in 1962. I came
here for a new beginning.
“My older brother had come to Australia
a few years earlier and told me about
the huge opportunities for migrants.
“I was blessed to be able to go to night
school and learn English when I arrived
in Melbourne.
“At the start I worked as a labourer and
builder. Around the same time I went
to study at RMIT – doing a technician
course for TV and radio.
“Eventually I got a job at Telstra in the mid1960s as a technical assistant. More than
30 years later I retired from Telstra as a
principal technical officer, a father of two,
a homeowner and an Australian citizen.
“My wife and I worked hard and we saved
to build our home. We have now lived in
our home for almost forty years.
“We didn’t have any luxurious holidays –
it was mostly staying in caravans.
“Now in my retirement I am very active
and engaged in my local community.
“I try not to think about when I’ll go but
rather what can I do to stay around longer
and watch my grandchildren grow up.
“The thing I enjoy the most is spending
time playing with my grandchildren.
“I feel like I have so much more to
contribute to the community and
to my children and grandchildren.”
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SUPPORTING LONGEVITY

Most of the commentary on Australia’s ageing population focuses on the
economic and budgetary problems. Barely a day goes by without someone
referring to older people as a ‘burden’.
In fact, living longer represents one of the most significant policy achievements
of the last generation. The World Health Organisation even describes it as
‘one of humanity’s greatest triumphs’.1
We are living longer because of ‘greater prosperity, disease eradication,
better diet and healthier lifestyles’.2
This should be celebrated, not lamented.
And while we should not hide from the challenge that an ageing population
presents, we should embrace the opportunities.
Responding to the longevity of Australians is a good challenge to have. Like so
many of the other challenges facing our nation, our task is to embrace this
change and adapt in a way that makes it possible for older Australians to live
happy, healthy and engaged lives for as long as they can.
Labor undertook very significant reforms in aged care in government.
These reforms need time to be implemented, but there is more to do.
If we are to ensure that older Australians can be active members of our community,
we need to have a proactive plan for supporting longevity, for protecting the rights
of older Australians and providing opportunities for them to continue work if they
choose, or live active, fulfilling lives in retirement.
First, we must dispel with the myth that older Australians are a burden and embrace
the skills, knowledge and experiences of our older citizens. We must recognise the
role they play in building a strong, prosperous Australia for future generations.
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Why it's important
Worldwide, the proportion of people aged 60
years or over is growing faster than any other age
group.3 According to the Blueprint for an Ageing
Australia, our ageing population over the past
two decades can be characterised by five key
demographic changes:
•

The numbers of older people will increase
rapidly because of the large wave of baby
boomers (people born between 1946 and
1965) who will turn 65 between 2011 and
2031. The number of over 65s will increase
by 84.8 per cent, from 3.1 million in 2011 to
5.7 million in 2031.

•

The proportion that the 65+ population will
make up of the total population will increase
from 13.8 per cent in 2011 to 18.7 per cent
in 2031.

•

The characteristics of future 65+ generations
are economically, socially, and in their values,
attitudes and their expectations very different
to generations that have gone before.

•

•

The geography (distribution) of Australians
aged 65+ and 80+ in 2021 and 2031 will be
quite different to that of 2001 and 2013. Much
aged care infrastructure will be increasingly
mismatched with the location of older
Australians.
The ethnicity of older Australians is becoming
more diverse. While in 1996, older persons
of CALD background comprised 18 per cent
of Australians aged 65 and over, this number
rose to 23 per cent in 2011 and is expected
to reach 30 per cent in 2021.4

While the majority of older Australians are in good
health, and will be able to live independently
with little support for the rest of their lives,5 these
changes are not without their challenges.
The Productivity Commission has identified that
Australia will face growing fiscal pressures at
the same time as we encounter lower economic
growth:
‘Australian Governments will face major fiscal
pressures over the ensuing decades. This
reflects that government expenditure is strongly
weighted towards older Australians, and that
population ageing will expand their relative
importance dramatically.’6
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This puts what the Grattan Institute has labelled
the ‘generational bargain’ at risk, where ‘today’s
generation of young Australians may have lower
living standards than their parents at a similar
age.’7
Australia needs a comprehensive approach to
longevity to ensure this is not the case.

A MORE PROGRESSIVE APPROACH
TO AGEING IS TO VIEW IT IN TERMS
OF LONGEVITY. THIS MAKES IT CLEAR
THAT AUSTRALIANS GETTING OLDER
IS A POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT.
If we can successfully harness the skills and
experiences of older Australians, and give them
every opportunity to play active and productive
roles in our society, then the ageing of our
population is a great opportunity for the future as
opposed to an economic and social burden.
Responding to these changes is also a great
economic and trade opportunity for Australia
given that the Asian middle class will also be in
need of similar services especially in China and
Japan.
According to the World Health Organisation,
Active Ageing is a term used to describe ‘a
process of optimizing opportunities for health,
participation and security in order to enhance
quality of life as people age.’8
A more progressive approach to ageing is to view
it in terms of longevity. This makes it clear that
Australians living longer is a positive development.
We can celebrate and support longevity by
moving beyond one-dimensional debates about
the cost of the Age Pension or aged care, and
instead develop a positive agenda that ensures
all Australians can remain healthy, active and
productive in the later years.

Older Australians Today
Older Australians contribute substantially to our
economy and communities.
As of June 2014, 34 per cent of men and 20 per
cent of women aged between 65 and 69 were still
active in the labour force.9

According to National Seniors Australia, mature
Australians (those aged over 45) contribute
around $27.4 billion a year towards the national
economy through paid employment, $22 billion
through unpaid care and around $16 billion
through volunteer work.

THE STANDING OF OLDER
AUSTRALIANS IN OUR SOCIETY
IS NOT AS STRONG OR SECURE
AS IT SHOULD BE.
But how are older Australians faring overall, and
how are we treating them?
In 2015 the Australian Institute of Family Studies
(AIFS) looked at the life satisfaction of Australians
as they transition through different stages of life
and get older. They found that on average, while
there are peaks and troughs through most of life,
satisfaction increases for Australians from their
late fifties to their late sixties, before plateauing
and then slightly decreasing in later years.10
This is likely due to many factors. Older people
are less likely to experience major life events like
divorce, relationship breakdowns or financial
crises. Most have finished raising children and are
retiring from the paid workforce, which AIFS found
can have a positive impact on life satisfaction.
Despite life satisfaction broadly increasing later
in life, there is evidence that the standing of older
Australians in our society is not as strong or
secure as it should be.
Each year, the Global AgeWatch Index draws
together data from the United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, the World Bank,
World Health Organization, International Labour
Organization, UNESCO and the Gallup World Poll
to examine the wellbeing of older people around
in world.
In September 2015, it found that Australia’s overall
ranking on wellbeing of elderly Australians had
slipped four places in one year, from 13th to 17th.
According to the Council on the Ageing:
‘Australia's 17th ranking should be a wakeup
call to governments that we urgently need
a comprehensive ageing strategy and a
coordinated plan for our ageing population
across national and state governments.’11

While Australia’s ranking fell overall, on some
indicators we are ahead of the majority. Australia
ranks fifth on health status and eighth on
capability, which includes employment and
educational attainment of older people.
In other areas however, we lag far behind.
Australia ranks 26th when it comes to the
enabling environment, which includes social
connectedness, access to public transport and
physical safety, and 62nd when it comes to income
security. Clearly, there are specific areas where we
could be better serving older Australians.
One such area is age discrimination. A 2013
research report by the Australian Human Rights
Commission found that more than a third of
Australians aged over 55 have experienced agerelated discrimination. The report also found that 71
per cent of Australians felt that age discrimination
was common in Australia, and 88 per cent thought
it was likely to occur in the workplace. Alarmingly, a
higher proportion of business respondents – 92 per
cent – thought age discrimination in workplaces
was a likely occurrence.12
In his recent book on ageing, Advanced Australia,
Labor MP Mark Butler writes about ‘softer forms
of ageism’ that are even more common than the
actual denial of services or workplace rights. This
involves not just people ignoring or excluding
older Australians, but also adopting a form of
‘over-accommodation’ – where older people are
deliberately spoken to in a loud, slow, patronizing
manner, much like how a young child might be
spoken to. Elizabeth, aged 78, told Mark:
‘People do treat me differently now I’m old.
They think that old people are thick or stupid.
Some of the ones in the shop talk to me really
slow like I don’t understand English anymore. It
makes me really cross.’13
This suggests that when it comes to supporting
longevity, we face not just a policy challenge,
but cultural one as well. We need to change the
inaccurate and often demeaning attitudes towards
older Australians that pervade our communities. If
we truly do value the contribution of older Australians
– and we should – then we need to show it.
In addition to tackling age discrimination, systemic
barriers to employment and other forms of social
engagements are preventing older Australians
from living the kinds of lives they deserve.
Overcoming these barriers means every Australian
can live a happy, healthy life.
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The current policy
framework for older
Australians
Representation, rights and
recognition
Attitudes towards ageing and the elderly are
important in determining the policy approach
that we take to the opportunities and challenges
of longevity. This requires proper representation
and recognition of the rights and interests of older
Australians.
Despite the significance of the demographic
changes underway in Australia and around the
world, Australia currently doesn’t have a dedicated
ageing portfolio, or a dedicated Minister for
Ageing. Instead, the portfolio has been sent back
and forth between the Department of Health and
the Department of Social Services.
There is also currently no binding international
convention on the rights of older people.14
In 2014, Australia opposed the creation of a
binding convention, currently being considered
at the UN by the Open-Ended Working Group
on Ageing.

WHEN IT COMES TO SUPPORTING
LONGEVITY, WE FACE NOT JUST
POLICY CHALLENGE, BUT A
CULTURAL ONE AS WELL. WE NEED
TO CHANGE THE INACCURATE AND
OFTEN DEMEANING ATTITUDES
TOWARDS OLDER AUSTRALIANS
THAT PERVADE OUR COMMUNITIES.
Australia argued that the rights of older people
were sufficiently covered by other international
rights conventions.15
The rights of older Australians are currently
represented by an Age Discrimination
Commissioner, located within the Australian
Human Rights Commission. However, in early
2014, the Liberal Government cut funding for
a full-time Age Discrimination Commissioner.
There is now only a single Commissioner
with responsibility for both age and disability
discrimination.
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THE WAY FORWARD
A dedicated Minister for
Ageing and Longevity
Future Labor governments should appoint a
dedicated Minister for Ageing and Longevity
to oversee a whole-of-government approach
to longevity policy, similar to the coordinating
role that the Minister Assisting the Prime
Minister for Women currently plays.

An Australian Longevity
Framework
Australia needs a national strategy to
coordinate longevity priorities, policies
and programs across all government
jurisdictions.
The Commonwealth regularly works with
state and territory governments to develop
strategies on joint priorities, such as the
National Framework for Protecting Australia’s
Children.

Tackling age discrimination
and changing attitudes
To help change community perceptions
about older Australians, future Labor
governments should consider restoring
the position of full-time Age Discrimination
Commissioner. The interests of older
Australians are represented by the position
of joint Age-Disability Discrimination
Commissioner. Combining the age and
disability discrimination roles necessarily
reduces the work the Commissioner can do.

Promoting intergenerational
partnerships
Governments need to investigate ways
of developing partnerships between
older and younger Australians in schools,
universities and the VET sector to help
support the development of young children,
educational outcomes of students and
career progression of young workers.
We can also do better in harnessing the
skills, knowledge and experience of older
Australians in business.

Retirement incomes
Australia’s retirement incomes system is made up
of three pillars: the Age Pension, the compulsory
Superannuation Guarantee and voluntary private
savings.
The Age Pension is an income- and assets-tested
payment which is funded by the Commonwealth
out of general revenue. It is designed to provide
a safety net for those who cannot afford to fully
self-fund their retirement. There are currently
about 2.4 million Australians who rely on the
Age Pension to help make ends meet. Eligibility
is currently for people aged over 65, with the
eligibility age progressively increasing to 67
by 2023. The Liberal Government has also
introduced legislation to increase the age
pension eligibility age to 70 by 2035. Labor
opposes this legislation.

AUSTRALIA’S PENSION SYSTEM IS
REGARDED AS ONE OF THE MOST
SUSTAINABLE IN THE WORLD.
Australia’s Age Pension ‘ranks as one of the most
modest first-pillar pensions in the OECD.’16 As at
September 2015, the full rate of Australia’s Age
Pension provides an annual income of $22,542.
This is a modest amount, only just higher than the
amount the Australian Council of Social Service
estimates is the poverty line (50 per cent median
income, or $20,800).
In 2009, the Labor Government introduced
the biggest reforms to the pension in its
100-year history. The base rate of the pension
was increased, a new pension supplement
was introduced, and regular indexation
arrangements were improved so that the
pension keeps pace with the overall standard
of living of other Australians.
Peter Whiteford from the Australian National
University found that Labor’s reforms halved
the rate of pensioners living in poverty:
‘Around one in 10 people 65 and over were
living in poverty in 1996-97. By 2007-08, more
than a quarter were living in poverty. The
pension increase meant that by 2009-10, the
proportion was back to 12 per cent.’17

Undoubtedly, the changes to the pension
introduced by the former Labor Government were
one of the most significant anti-poverty measures
undertaken in a generation. They literally brought
more than one million people out of poverty. But
despite this progress, there can be no doubt
that some pensioners still struggle to make ends
meet. Any proposal to cut the pension through
a reduction in the rate of indexation would have
a disastrous impact on the living standards of
millions of older Australians.
In its 2014 Budget, the Liberal Government
announced plans to revert pension indexation
back to the Consumer Price Index. The Australian
Council of Social Service estimates that within
ten years this would leave pensioners about $80
worse off a week. Labor opposed this change,
which would push pensioners into poverty, and
the legislation did not pass the Parliament.
In 2015, the Government and the Greens
legislated a new measure to tighten the assets
test for the pension. As of 1 January 2017, the
pension will reduce by $3 for every $1000 in
assets above the assets limit, increased from
$1.50. This cut will see around 330,000 pensioners
lose all or part of their pension.
These changes have, according to a number
of academics, resulted in the introduction
of perverse incentives which undermine the
interaction between the Age Pension and the
superannuation system. This is because, as
senior academics from ANU Miranda Stewart and
David Ingles have identified:
‘under the proposed new system, income
from savings would be very heavily taxed.
Assuming a return to savings of 5%, the
effective marginal tax rate could be as much
as 160% (the wealth tax rate of 7.8% divided
by a 5% return). This creates a disincentive
to save.’18
Industry Superannuation argues:
‘The recent Age Pension changes undermine
incentives to save and put a comfortable
retirement out of reach for middle income
earners. As a result of recent Age Pension
changes, for many low and middle income
earners, an additional dollar of retirement
savings results in substantially less than
an additional dollar of lifetime retirement
income.’19
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Australia’s pensions system is regarded as one
of the most sustainable in the world. In 2015, the
OECD’s Pensions at a Glance report found that
Australia spends just 3.5 per cent of its GDP on
old age and survivor benefits, compared to the
OECD average of 7.9 per cent. By comparison,
New Zealand spends 4.9 per cent, the United
Kingdom spends 5.6 per cent and the United
States spends 6.7 per cent.

ANY PROPOSAL TO CUT THE
PENSION THROUGH A REDUCTION
IN THE RATE OF INDEXATION WOULD
HAVE A DISASTROUS IMPACT ON
THE LIVING STANDARDS OF MILLIONS
OF OLDER AUSTRALIANS.
Similar findings are contained in the annual
Melbourne Mercer Global Pension Index which
ranked Australia as having the fourth most
sustainable pension system in the world in 2015.20
Australia ranks behind only Denmark, Sweden
and the Netherlands. In 2013, the Allianz Pension
Sustainability Index found Australia has the most
sustainable pension system in the world.21
The Superannuation Guarantee, introduced by the
Keating Government in 1992, requires employers
to pay an amount into a superannuation account
for each employee. Currently, the minimum
compulsory contribution rate is 9.5 per cent. The
minimum age for withdrawing superannuation
benefits is 55 years for people born before 1 July
1960, but is increasing gradually for people born
after that date, so that the minimum age is 60 for
people born after 30 June 1964.
The former Labor Government began
implementing a plan to gradually increase the
Super Guarantee to 12 per cent. However, the
Liberal Government has now frozen the rate at
9.5 per cent. The Government is also abolishing
Labor’s Low Income Superannuation Contribution
(LISC) from 2017. The LISC is a government
rebate of up to $500 to ensure low-income earners
aren’t unfairly penalised by super taxation, and
to boost their retirement incomes. It’s estimated
that the retirement savings of about 3.6 million
low-income earners will be worse off when the
LISC is abolished.
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THE WAY FORWARD
Strengthen and secure
retirement incomes
To address the issues that have been created
by recent Liberal Government changes to
the assets test, future Labor governments
should examine mechanisms for ensuring
the pension system can better interact with
the super system in a way that incentivises
savings as much as possible.
In addition, we should maintain a
commitment to index pensions by Male
Total Average Weekly Earnings and to
maintain the pension eligibility age at 67.

Employment support for older
Australians
The current policy framework for supporting
older workers to find or stay in work is included
in Putting Jobs First, along with suggested future
directions for Labor policy in this area.

Informal care and older Australians
The current policy framework for supporting older
Australians who are engaged in informal care is
included in Balancing Work, Care and Family.

Social engagement of older
Australians
Enabling social engagement for older Australians
is important not just because of the physical
and mental health benefits associated with an
active lifestyle, but also because of the significant
contributions that older Australians make through
volunteering.
According to the Blueprint for an Ageing
Australia, ‘two of the biggest issues facing older
Australians are housing and the quality of the
urban environment.’22 The report identifies housing
design, a lack of proper neighbourhood planning
as two significant issues.

These views are shared by the World Health
Organisation, which argues that:
‘At the same time as cities are growing,
their share of residents aged 60 and more is
increasing. Older people are a resource to
their families, communities and economies in
supportive and enabling living environments…
[an] age friendly city encourages active
ageing by optimizing opportunities for health,
participation and security in order to enhance
quality of life as people age.’23
A recent study by the Australian Housing and
Urban Research Institute found that for people
aged over 50, a desire for a change in lifestyle or
inability to maintain current house or garden is
a significant reason for people to downsize their
homes. Currently, there is no real framework for
supporting older Australians to make appropriate
housing choices.
In 2013, recognising the need to support older
Australians to downsize their homes, the Labor
Government introduced a measure that would
exclude an amount of income from selling
off the principal residence without it affecting
their pension. Unfortunately, that measure was
abolished by the current government before it
began.
There is also no current framework or policy
agenda for ensuring planning, public transport
and urban design incorporate the needs and
interests of older Australians.
One area where the Commonwealth has begun
to play a role in promoting social engagement of
older Australian is through access to the internet.
Not only is the National Broadband Network going
to provide improved access to online services for
older people, but since 2007, the Commonwealth
has invested significant resources in locating
broadband kiosks in locations frequented by
older Australians, such as aged care facilities
and community centres. This has helped older
Australians to gain the skills they need to remain
connected to family, friends and services online.

THE WAY FORWARD
Support older Australians to
downsize to more appropriate
housing
To support older Australians to make
appropriate housing decisions, future Labor
governments should consider ways of
incentivising older Australians to downsize
their home without it significantly affecting
their pension incomes.

Incorporate needs of older
Australians in a plan for
Australian cities
Future Labor governments should consider
incorporating the needs of older Australians
in Australian cities planning. Building agefriendly communities is critical to protecting
the living standards of older Australians.

Improve access to broadband
for older Australians
To help keep older Australians connected,
future Labor governments should examine
ways of improving access to broadband as
the NBN rolls out around the country. Access
to broadband has the potential to transform
not just service provision, but also the way
that older Australians interact with their
friends, families and other networks.

Increase support for older
volunteers
Future Labor governments should
look at ways of continuing to support
older Australians to contribute through
volunteering. Volunteer Grants for older
Australians provide an excellent way of
supporting them to engage in volunteering.
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BUILDING STRONGER
COMMUNITIES
In his book Disconnected, Shadow Assistant Treasurer Andrew Leigh identifies
a decline in social capital around Australia over recent decades:
‘Organisational membership is down. We are less likely to attend church.
Political parties and unions are bleeding members. Sporting participation and
cultural attendance are down. Volunteering is most likely below its post-war
peak, though it did record a rise in the late 1990s. We have fewer friends and
are less connected with our neighbours that in the mid-1980s. Other measures
have flat-lined, but few have risen.’1
The breakdown of community is often lamented in modern Australia. Yet building
strong and resilient communities is a critical part of securing Australia’s social
and economic future.
We know that governments alone cannot tackle all of society’s challenges.
Families, neighbourhoods and grassroots organisations are the backbone
of strong and cohesive communities. Local issues often have local solutions,
and they should always have local input.
Policy development often exists in a vacuum, removed from experts outside
government, organisations that deliver services, and most importantly, the people
that policies affect.
Building the capacity of local communities to be part of the process of policy
design and delivery will build stronger communities as well as more effective
governments. It is therefore a critical part of meeting the big challenges that
our nation faces in the years ahead.
Labor believes there are three key components to building stronger communities:
• Strengthening civil society and democracy;
• Supporting a strong and creative community sector;
• Tackling locational disadvantage.
Above all, if we are to build a society that is growing together, we must
work together.
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Strengthening Civil
Society and Democracy
Connecting policy makers with
their communities
Politicians are frequently seen as too far removed
from the people most affected by the decisions they
make. Too rarely do we have open, public debates
about the kind of society we want to live in, and how
we can create it.
Strengthening citizen engagement in politics and
policy development enhances the quality of those
debates. It also recognises that governments do
not have a monopoly on ideas. There are plenty
of important actors in civil society – community
groups, trade unions, Indigenous and culturally
diverse organisations, business, churches and
philanthropic foundations. All of these groups and
more have a role to play in coming up with good
ideas and creating positive change.
They also have an important role to play in keeping
politicians accountable for their decisions and
actions. Engaging citizens in policy development
has been recognised by the United Nations as a
contributor to the empowerment of citizens, while
at the same time ‘strengthening trust in government
itself.’2

While community cabinets are resource intensive,
they are also an effective way of engaging local
communities in with the workings of government.
The current Liberal Government doesn’t appear
to have any such formal mechanism for engaging
with the community on policy.

THE WAY FORWARD
Connect policy makers with
community members
Future Labor governments should examine
new ways to facilitate formal, regular and
meaningful citizen engagement in policy
debate and discussion. This could be
done through community cabinets, online
engagement or community problem solving.
This should include the use of technology
and thinking about different engagement
models that recognise the pressures of work
and family in modern Australia.

Devolving policy design and delivery

In Australia, previous Labor governments have held
community cabinets as way to include people in
policy discussions. Community cabinets were first
initiated in Queensland in 1998, and were adopted
by the Rudd Labor Government in 2008. Ministers
held individual meetings with local people and
community groups, and senior departmental staff
were also on hand to ensure there was appropriate
follow up on any decisions made. All ministers
would then participate in a community forum where
people could ask questions of the government.

In the United Kingdom a debate is underway
about how governments can facilitate a shift away
from a reliance on centralised control over service
provision, to a greater emphasis on local leadership
and community-controlled service management and
delivery.

ENGAGING CITIZENS IN POLICY
DEVELOPMENT HAS BEEN
RECOGNISED BY THE UNITED
NATIONS AS A CONTRIBUTOR TO THE
EMPOWERMENT OF CITIZENS, WHILE
AT THE SAME TIME ‘STRENGTHENING
TRUST IN GOVERNMENT ITSELF’.

‘Our alternative to big government is the Big
Society, a society with much higher levels of
personal, professional, civic and corporate
responsibility, a society where people come
together to solve problems and improve life for
themselves and their communities, a society
where the leading force for progress is social
responsibility, not state control.’3
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Increasing centralisation of power and control can
lead to narrow forms of governance that are too far
removed from the people impacted by decisions of
government. The response to this is broadly known
as the devolution movement. A notable contribution
to this debate in recent times has been the ‘Big
Society’ policies of the Conservative Government:

While Big Society initially received strong community
support, there was increasing criticism following
the Government’s proposed cuts of up to 25 per
cent in public sector spending. The effect of such
drastic cuts was to undermine the capacity of local
government and community sector organisations
to enable the kind of citizen engagement and
mutualism that Big Society had originally envisaged:
‘The Government wants the Big Society to pick
up the pieces left by its public spending cuts,
but the scale and speed of the cuts leave civil
society with an impossible job to do and not
nearly enough support… The result will be a
poorer, more hard-pressed society, not a bigger
one.’4

The UK Labour Party, along with a number of
progressive think tanks, has also proposed new
ideas for how communities can be more involved in
tackling the issues that affect them.
In their report, The Condition of Britain: Strategies
for Social Renewal, The Institute for Public Policy
Research identifies three pillars for a stronger
society:
1. Spreading power and responsibility;
2. Fostering contribution and reciprocity;
3. Strengthening shared institutions.

LEADING CHANGE
EMPOWERED COMMUNITIES
In 2015, representatives from eight Indigenous communities around Australia
presented the Australian Government with a plan to empower their communities.
The vision for these communities is clear:
‘We want for our children the same opportunities and choices other Australians
expect for their children. We want them to succeed in mainstream Australia, achieving
educational success, prospering in the economy and living long, healthy lives. We
want them to retain their distinct cultures, languages and identities as people and to be
recognised as Indigenous Australians.’
The report argues that the ‘failure to achieve progress in Indigenous affairs is
ultimately due to, and reflective of, the widespread disempowerment of Indigenous
people.’ It aims to reverse this and achieve two things:
1. To close the gap on the Social and Economic Disadvantage of Indigenous
Australians of the Empowered Communities; and
2. To enable the Cultural Recognition and determination of Indigenous Australians
in the Empowered communities so they can preserve, maintain, renew and
adapt their cultural and linguistic heritage and transmit their heritage to their
future generations.
The report recommends that government adopt Indigenous Empowerment as
the headline national policy reform, adopting a goal of development through
greater productivity, moving away from government agency towards the agency
of the individuals, families and communities.
Empowered Communities is a challenging and ground-breaking new approach
to Indigenous affairs, seeking long-lasting change in Indigenous communities
around Australia.
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On the first of these pillars, they argue that:
‘too much power continues to be hoarded
by politicians and civil servants at the centre
of government, and too little is in the hands
of the people and places that could do the
most with it.’5
A process of social and economic renewal,
‘must seek to marshal all of the resources that
reside in everyday life, harnessing people’s time
and talents, and drawing on the strengths and
experience of civil society in all its forms. This
will require steps to both promote and reward
contribution across society, strengthen civic and
state institutions that mobilise contribution, and
embed reciprocity much more strongly in our
welfare system’.6
Australia has a history of devolving responsibility
for service delivery to non-government agencies.
Not-for-profit and community sector organisations
are funded to deliver services for disadvantaged
groups. More recently, for-profit businesses have
been contracted to deliver employment services or
aged care. However, these models rarely devolve
responsibility for policy development, program
design or decision making.
Achieving real devolution requires a radical shift in
the way that governments undertake policy design,
development, implementation and evaluation.
To achieve this, the IPPR describes the need for
a ‘relational state’ as a way of managing public
services as interconnected systems.

BUILDING STRONG COMMUNITIES
REQUIRES MORE EMPHASIS
ON NURTURING COMMUNITY
LEADERSHIP, DEVELOPING LOCAL
RELATIONSHIPS, IDENTIFYING
COMMUNITY NEEDS AND
RESPONSIBILITIES, AND ADOPTING
NEW MODELS OF COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIAL CHANGE
This requires five big changes:
1. A decentralisation of budgets to local authorities
and city-regions to unlock innovation, improve
responsiveness and break down silos.
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2. Allowing greater pooling of funding, so that
services can take a ‘whole person’ or ‘whole
area’ view.
3. Enabling greater integration of professionals
into multi-disciplinary teams.
4. Greater frontline autonomy combined with
accountability for outcomes achieved, such as
through the publication of performance tables
that rank providers.
5. Expanding new collaborative infrastructures so
that providers can share knowledge and learn
from innovation.
Such changes would mean that:
‘government is an enabler rather than the
manager, steering an interconnected system in
which a diverse range of actors and institutions
take the lead. It means a smaller Whitehall, and
a bigger role for our towns and cities.’7
While there has not been much debate along these
lines in Australia, the issue was broadly reflected
in the themes that emerged from the Australian
Council of Social Service’ 2014 Civil Society Forum.
The Forum sought to create a modern
vision for Australia’s Civil Society. The priorities for
the sector that emerged from the forum were:
1. Sharing power and control
2. Developing a shared agenda
3. Giving real meaning to collaboration and
partnership
4. Enabling leadership and participation by those
affected by poverty and injustice
5. Being clear about the roles and responsibilities
of civil society government, the market and
business.8
Implicit in these priorities is the strengthening of
local community capability as a necessary part of
tackling Australia’s future challenges.
Building strong communities requires more
emphasis on nurturing community leadership,
developing local relationships, identifying
community needs and responsibilities, and
adopting new models of community development
and social change.

THE WAY FORWARD
Partnerships with the community and not-for-profit sector
Too often, community organisations and not-for-profits implement policy without taking part in the
discussion on policy design and development. Changing this will mean a stronger and more relevant
community sector as well as more effective government.
Future Labor governments should ensure that the community and not for-profit sectors have meaningful
and formalised ways of engaging in policy design, delivery and evaluation. This will be driven by
inclusiveness, including with participants from regions with a view to empowering change makers.
Already, Federal Labor has announced the establishment of the Federal Labor Community Sector
Partnership, a formal group of leaders from across the not-for-profit and community sector.
The Partnership met twice in 2015 to discuss new and emerging social issues in Australia.

Volunteering and community
engagement
Volunteering and community engagement also
plays a very important role in building stronger
communities.
In 2010, 6.1 million Australians (36 per cent of the
population over 18 years) participated in voluntary
work. The Productivity Commission has estimated
that volunteering in Australia accounts for a wage
equivalent value of more than $15 billion annually.
In 2011, the former Labor Government developed
a National Volunteering Strategy. Recognising that
volunteering is an essential part of an inclusive
society, the Strategy sets out a ‘vision for the future
of volunteering in Australia, in which volunteering is
encouraged, supported and recognised.’9
Labor also invested significant resources in
volunteer grants – small amounts of funding,
usually no more than $5000, to help volunteers
continue to make contributions in their communities.

THE WAY FORWARD
Support a culture of
volunteering
Recognising the extraordinary value of
volunteering to our communities, future Labor
governments should work on strategies that
develop a culture of volunteering in Australia
across all age groups, professions and
industries. More work should also be done
improving on the sustainability and selfsufficiency of the voluntary sector.

Supporting a strong and
creative community sector
Re-thinking the relationship
between governments and the
community sector
Australia’s community and not-for-profit sector has
a critical role to play in tackling entrenched societal
issues in our community, as well as responding to
new and emerging ones.
They also help build the resilience of communities
to make sure they are well-equipped when new
issues emerge. The pace of change taking place in
Australia today means this role is more important
than ever.
Around Australia, more than 600,000 not-forprofit organisations contribute about $43 billion
to Australia’s gross domestic product annually,
and employ about eight per cent of Australia’s
workforce.10 Government support to the sector is
about $25.5 billion11 annually, and philanthropic
donations add a further $7 billion.12
Despite the sector’s continuing importance to our
communities, it faces many challenges.
Every day, community organisations are tasked
with tackling new and emerging community issues
and meeting the needs of increasingly diverse
communities. At the same time, funding constraints,
workforce challenges and new funding models
pose significant risks to the sustainability of the
sector as a whole.
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There have seen significant changes over the past
few decades to the way in which government works
with community organisations. Many representatives
of the sector believe that these changes have
compromised the capacity of the community
sector to respond to the specific needs of local
communities.

THE PRACTICE OF FUNDING
LARGER ORGANISATIONS AT THE
EXPENSE OF SMALL, COMMUNITY
ORGANISATIONS CONTINUES
TO DIMINISH THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN SERVICE PROVIDERS AND
THE COMMUNITIES THEY SERVE.
In the 1990s, governments moved towards a
new approach to the community sector which
focussed on outsourcing service delivery. Under
this approach, there was increased devolution
and privatisation of government functions, and the
introduction of competitive models for allocating
government support to community organisations.
With these changes, community organisations
came to be viewed by governments primarily as
service providers, with little appreciation of the
social and political contribution that they can and
do make. This heavy reliance on government for
funding and policy direction can make organisations
accountable ‘up’ to government rather than to the
communities they serve.
As a consequence of this shift, the nature of
the sector has changed. Handing out funding,
setting targets, and detailed policy objectives from
government have meant that local communities are
increasingly dependent on centralised government.
Rather than being resourced to tackle their own
community issues, community organisations are
now largely functioning as service providers to
government.
As part of its Social Inclusion Agenda, the former
Labor Government pledged itself to a new, more
collaborative and productive relationship with
the sector. This relationship envisaged a more
autonomous and less supplicant role for the
sector in delivering services, providing input into
policy development, and facilitating greater social
participation.
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Critically, the Labor Government removed the
‘gag’ clauses in government contracts with the
community sector, a practice that had been
introduced by the Howard Government. This meant
that community organisations were free to publically
advocate on behalf of their clients without fear of
losing their government funding.
In recognition of the limited nature of evaluations
of the sector, Labor directed the Productivity
Commission to develop a tool to measure the
direct and indirect contributions of the sector to the
economy.
Labor also developed a National Compact with the
not-for-profit sector. Following extensive consultation
with the sector, the compact defined ‘the rules of
engagement’ and provided a basis for improving
the policy, programs and services for communities.13
Perhaps most significantly, the Gillard Government
established the Australian Charities and Not-forprofit Commission – a new national peak regulator
for the not-for-profit sector with a new uniform
definition of charity.
While these changes have been widely accepted
as making a positive contribution to the community
sector, the fundamental relationship between
the community sector and government that has
dominated since the early 1990s continues today.
In his 2014 Sambal Oration, the Brotherhood of St
Laurence CEO, Tony Nicholson, issued a challenge
both to government and to the sector itself.
Nicholson finds flaws in the current relationship
model, which is based on the notion that:
‘our sector can continue to meet society’s
current and emerging needs by contracting
to government, expanding and aggregating
organisations, driving for greater efficiency,
and further professionalising, regulating and
circumscribing care.’14
He argues that complex monitoring regimes
and detailed delivery targets have displaced
local organisation and responsibility.15 When
individuals, families and communities struggle
to play a meaningful part in their own community
development, this tends to make them passive
recipients of services rather than the architects of
the solutions to their own problems. In Nicholson’s
view, we need a return to community control and
ownership of the sector that seeks to meet its
interests.

The Liberal Government’s changes to the way that
the Department of Social Services funds community
organisations have put the spotlight on issues
concerning the sustainability of the community
sector, and the way the government supports the
development of community infrastructure.
The practice of funding larger organisations at
the expense of small, community organisations
continues to diminish the relationship between
service providers and the communities they serve.
We need to ensure there is a future for small,
locally run community organisations with direct
links into communities. These smaller, street-level
organisations perform local functions that many
larger organisations simply cannot replicate.

Innovation and creativity in the
community sector
Government should do more than just fund the
community sector. Governments should facilitate
new ways of harnessing the resources of the sector
to create real and positive community change.
Social Impact Bonds are emerging as a new
way of funding social programs. They allow
corporate entities and individuals to fund a
particular community program in partnership
with the community sector. The government then
pays a return on that investment based on social
outcomes.
Through Social Impact Bonds, community
organisations get the financial support they need
to deliver innovative programs, investors contribute
to social progress while receiving a return on their
investment, and governments are able to fund
results instead of activities.

THE WAY FORWARD
Reset the relationship
between government and
the community sector
A strong sense of partnership between
government and the community sector is
critical to finding new ways of tackle complex
issues together. Future Labor governments
should look at ways of revitalising the
National Compact with the Third Sector as
a way of formalising and strengthening the
relationship between government and the
community sector.

A fairer approach to funding
the community sector
The Liberal Government’s handling of the
most recent tender process for community
grants has been divisive, destructive and left
service delivery severely compromised.
Future Labor governments should investigate
fairer ways of funding core community
services, while also leaving scope to adopt
new ideas from the sector itself on long-term
sustainability.

Collective Impact is another innovative new model
which is getting results in community development.
It involves different organisations combining
their resources, skills and expertise to solve an
identified complex social issue. The idea is that
with combined resources, complex social issues
are more likely to be tackled in a more strategic,
productive and successful manner. Collective
Impact Australia says this approach involves these
principles:
1. All participants have a common agenda for
change including a shared understanding
of the problem and a joint approach to
solving it through agreed upon actions.
2. Collecting data and measuring results
consistently across all the participants
ensures shared measurement for alignment
and accountability.
3. A plan of action that outlines and coordinates
mutually reinforcing activities for each
participant.
4. Open and continuous communication is
needed across the many players to build trust,
assure mutual objectives, and create common
motivation.
5. A backbone organisation(s) with staff and
specific set of skills to serve the entire initiative
and coordinate participating organisations and
agencies.’16
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While these concepts are not radical, they
represent a significant departure from the way that
government has historically funded community
organisations. Instead of government sitting at
arm’s length from providers, and providers from
each other, different groups work together with a
greater capacity to tackle complex issues that are
not the responsibility or expertise of any single
organisation.

THE WAY FORWARD
Encourage innovation in the
community sector
Recognising the leading role that the
Commonwealth can play in developing new,
innovative ways of supporting the community
sector to bring about change, future
Labor governments should investigate the
feasibility of a national approach to utilising
social impact bonds to bring about positive
social change.
Collective Impact models should also be
trialled as a means of tackling complex social
issues in areas of high disadvantage, as well
as consideration of collaborative incubators
and accelerators between government,
community organisation
and business.

In the United Kingdom, the government has
invested more than £10 million in a Social Incubator
Fund to support start-up social enterprises. The
fund invests income from the national lottery and
is given in small grants to start-up organisations.
It ‘aims to help drive a robust pipeline of start-up
social ventures into the social investment market,
by increasing focus on incubation support, and
attracting new incubators into the market.’18
In the US, the Social Innovation Fund directs
resources to innovative, community-based
programs in three priority areas: economic
opportunity, healthy futures, and youth
development. The Social Innovation Fund ‘makes
grants to grant making “intermediaries” that are wellpositioned within communities to identify the most
promising programs and guide them towards greater
impact and stronger evidence of success.’19

THE WAY FORWARD
Promote social
entrepreneurship
To ensure Australia has its brightest
minds directed towards tackling our most
pressing issues, future Labor governments
should work to develop a culture of social
entrepreneurship, including in schools,
universities and TAFEs, and through
business, philanthropic and community
networks.

Promoting social entrepreneurship
To effectively respond to emerging and entrenched
social issues, we need our brightest minds to turn
their skills and intellect to finding solutions. This
means supporting social entrepreneurship.
Recent studies completed by the Finding Australia’s
Social Enterprise Sector (FASES) project, run
by Social Traders and the Australian Centre for
Philanthropy and Nonprofit Studies at Queensland
University of Technology, indicate that there are
about 20,000 social enterprises in Australia. This
number has grown by 37 per cent over the past five
years. Social Enterprises operate in all sectors. The
FASES Project found that:
‘As a whole, the dominant foci of our survey
respondents were on creating opportunities for
people to participate in their community, and on
finding new solutions to social, environmental,
cultural and economic problems.’17
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Tackling locational
disadvantage
Building the capacity of local communities is a
critical part of tackling the complex and entrenched
issues of disadvantage that exist in some parts of
Australia.
Across the country there are communities that are
missing out on the benefits of our growing economy
and the opportunities it brings. People experiencing
locational disadvantage live in neighbourhoods
or geographic areas in which many factors create
cycles of vulnerability and disadvantage, with
concentrations of poverty and hardship.

Many of these issues are entrenched and
intergenerational. They require more than simply
increased funding or improved service delivery, but
a localised, whole-of-community approach.
During the last Labor Government, significant
resources were directed towards improving
outcomes for people in these areas. The most
significant location-based initiative was ‘Building
Australia’s Future Workforce - Better Futures Local
Solutions Program’ – a package of measures trialled
in ten disadvantaged communities across Australia
from mid-2011.20

MANY OF THESE ISSUES
ARE ENTRENCHED AND
INTERGENERATIONAL. THEY REQUIRE
MORE THAN SIMPLY INCREASED
FUNDING OR IMPROVED SERVICE
DELIVERY, BUT A LOCALISED,
WHOLE-OF-COMMUNITY APPROACH.
Key components of the trial included helping
teenage parents to finish school and support
their children, helping jobless families prepare for
work, income management in five trial sites, the
development of a Local Solutions Fund, and a
comprehensive approach to supporting job seekers
in disadvantaged communities into jobs.
Unfortunately, funding for the program was axed by
the Liberal Government, and so too was the funding
provided for an evaluation of the programs.
The Labor Government also initiated a number of
other location-specific programs in areas of high
disadvantage. These included:
•

Expansion and improvement of the
Communities for Children program – better
targeting of vulnerable families and locations
and integration with service providers, linking
with children and parenting programs and
expanding the age of target children from
0 – 5 to 0 – 12 years.

•

Support and funding for the Cape York Welfare
Reform Trial – a program aimed at rebuilding
social norms in Cape York communities by
linking the receipt of welfare payments to
fulfilment of socially responsible behaviours and
the provision of a range of support services.

SOCIAL IMPACT
BONDS IN PRACTICE
The first Social Impact Bond was
announced in 2010 by the UK
Government to finance a prisoner
rehabilitation program in the United
Kingdom.
In the United States, a Bond to reduce reincarceration of adolescents in New York
was launched in 2012. Goldman Sachs
invested $9.6 million in the Bond, which
is supported by a guarantee of $7.2
million by Bloomberg Philanthropies.
President Obama made $100 million
available in the 2012 Budget Plan for up
to seven “Pay for Success Bonds”, and
a number of US states have begun their
own development work.
The concept is also being trialled in
New Zealand, with the Key Government
currently in the third of six phases in
setting up the scheme.
In Australia, New South Wales is the first
and only state to have trialled Social
Benefit Bonds. The first such bond was
used to fund UnitingCare’s Burnside
New Parent and Infant Network (Newpin)
program, which is working to restore
children in foster care with their families
and preventing at-risk children from
entering care by educating parents about
family environments.
Private investors provide working capital
to the program and will share in the
savings when the NSW Government
reduces its foster care costs. Institutional
investors were told recently that during
the first year of the bond, the Newpin
program achieved a 60 per cent
"restoration" rate, which under the bond's
terms delivers them a 7.5 per cent return.
KPMG modelling done for NSW Treasury
before the Newpin bond launched
indicated the program could save the
state budget about $80 million by 2030.
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LEADING CHANGE
G21 REGION OPPORTUNITIES FOR WORK (GROW)
GROW is a regional strategy to address locational disadvantage in Geelong and Colac over the
next ten years. GROW focuses on generating jobs through maximising economic and social
outcomes in the region’s two major jobs growth opportunities – procurement and investment.
GROW is designed to link different stakeholders – business, government, investors, procurers,
local residents – to coordinate opportunities for job creation. The project targets major
infrastructure projects and routine spending by local organisations and businesses. It also
pursues investment opportunities for small and medium sized businesses that are designed
to stimulate growth areas of high unemployment.
Within the region, unemployment is significantly higher in Whittington, Colac, Norlane and
Corio. These are the communities that are the main focus of the GROW strategy.
GROW’s approach reflects an understanding that the causes of locational disadvantage
are complex and can only be addressed through local partnerships and local solutions.
GROW acknowledges that its success will only be known if there is a ‘culture and
commitment to measurement across partners and supporters – and if there is a
shared measurement framework.’

•

•

Improvement and expansion of the School
Attendance and Enrolment Measure (SEAM) – a
program being trialed in the NT and Queensland
under which case management support is
targeted at vulnerable families and children
and where parents can have welfare payments
suspended if their children are not enrolled at or
do not attend school.
Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory
package – including support and funding for
the development of local alcohol management
plans to help communities tackle alcohol abuse
and the related problems it causes.

Reflecting the need for a whole-of-government and
whole-of-community approach to these issues,
a 2015 report by the Brotherhood of St Laurence
argued for a renewed focus on strategies which
mobilize local resources to tackle locational
disadvantage, arguing that ‘bringing civil society
together with business and government to jointly
tackle local challenges can deliver sustained
change.’
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The Brotherhood paper calls for:
1. A combination of targeted local economic
and social policy measures with a scale
of investment that is capable of making a
difference.
2. A willingness to be part of collaborative
governance arrangements, together with
the appropriate devolution of power and
decentralisation of decision-making that allow
significant and meaningful local involvement in
determining the issues and solutions.
3. Translation of data for community-level use.
4. Flexible policy and program responses that
allow different places to do different things and
empower communities to play to their strengths.
5. Rethinking the way government funding is
provided to foster local collaborations and
innovation.

LEADING CHANGE
LOGAN TOGETHER
Logan Together is a long-term, whole-of-community effort to create the best life opportunities
for every local child. Logan is a low socio-economic community located between Brisbane
and the Gold Coast and is home to more than 300,000 people from more than 215 different
cultures.
In 2016 there will be approximately 45,000 children under the age of eight living in Logan.
Logan Together estimates that about 13,000 kids will need some extra help to reach their
potential. By 2025, they want Logan children at age eight to be as happy as any other child
in Queensland.
Logan Together utilises the Collective Impact approach, which aims to drive coordination and
cooperation between community stakeholders, education, health and social service providers.
Between August and October 2015 Logan Together held a series of community consultations
to plan for success over the next 10 years. These consultations will ultimately lead to a
roadmap that sets out the community’s objectives to 2025.
Their approach is informed by research in early child development, neuroscience, education
and collective impact approaches to ‘community uplift’. There has also been extensive analysis
of data about Logan children and their families.

6. Alignment of efforts and resources between
different parts and levels of government.
7. A focus on tracking and assessing outcomes,
research and evaluation.

THE WAY FORWARD

8. A long-term commitment of 10–20 years.

A new framework for tackling
locational disadvantage

9. Supporting trials of Collective Impact
approaches.
10. Building on existing networks and infrastructure
rather than establishing new platforms for placebased initiatives.

Future Labor governments should
engage with state and local governments
and community leaders to develop a
comprehensive, all-of-government
framework for tackling entrenched
social and economic issues in the most
disadvantaged communities.
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MODERNISING POLICY
DEVELOPMENT AND
GOVERNANCE
This report has detailed just some of the myriad public policy challenges our
nation is facing. It has set out the case for a new social policy agenda to help
us renew the fair go in Australia.
We have embarked on this task because we recognise that the status quo
isn’t good enough. If we are to succeed in the future, we need to confront
these issues, try new things, create new solutions, and learn from our successes
as well as our mistakes.
To do this, we need to do more than develop new policy. We need to develop a
new approach to policy making itself.
Despite significant public funds directed towards social services over many years,
we still face many intractable problems. While Australia has a world-class safety-net
and strong social foundations, we know that there are policies and programs at all
levels of government that aren’t delivering the outcomes they should be.
Put bluntly, too much money goes to programs without a solid evidence base,
and too little towards establishing what works.
Too often, the focus of programs is on the activities performed rather than the results
delivered. Politicians often speak about how much governments are spending on a
particular program and what it is intended to achieve, instead of what really matters:
the change that the program has actually delivered.
Modernising policy development and governance should underpin every policy
proposal outlined in this report. It is the foundation upon which everything else
must be built.
Social investment is about making smart investments in people. It’s about
determining what works, what doesn’t, and why.
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Independent oversight
and scrutiny
In July 2008, the Labor Government established
Infrastructure Australia ‘to provide independent
research and advice to all levels of government as
well as investors and owners of infrastructure on
the projects and reforms Australia needs to fill the
infrastructure gap’.1
Since then, Infrastructure Australia has applied an
evidence-based, apolitical rigour to infrastructure
policy that had not existed in this country before.
Despite accounting for nearly a third of the total
federal budget, social policy does not have similar
independent oversight or scrutiny.
We know the damage that can be done by poor
policy making which focuses on ideology instead of
evidence. Had the Liberal Government successfully
passed the unfair measures in its 2014 Budget,
young people would be left with nothing to live on
for six months, pensioners and people with disability
would have had their living standards eroded, and
families would have had their incomes slashed.
In addition, the cost of seeing GPs and buying
medicines would have increased.
Australia could benefit from a dedicated body that
identifies our most pressing social issues, applies
the latest research from Australia and the world,
engages the best minds and people with real life
experience, draws on the most relevant data and
undertakes thorough evaluations on what we do,
how much we spend and what it achieves.

AUSTRALIA COULD BENEFIT
FROM A DEDICATED BODY
THAT IDENTIFIES OUR MOST
PRESSING SOCIAL ISSUES.
Such a body could inform policy development
across government, as well as support improved
service provision and build the capacity of service
providers around the country.
It would ensure that every dollar governments
spend is directed toward programs that work.
Where change is needed, it would help inform
that process. Such a body would ensure that all
governments apply intellectual and fiscal rigour to
social policy.

THE WAY FORWARD
An independent social
policy oversight body to
drive policy rigour
A future Labor government should
investigate the establishment of a body to
apply the same rigour to social policy as is
applied to other areas of policy, including
infrastructure investment, the Medicare
Benefits Schedule or the Pharmaceutical
Benefits Scheme.
This will ensure social policy is supported
by the latest evidence base and input from
academics and practitioners, rigorous
evaluation is applied to all government
funded programs and there is quality data
collection on outcomes. We can use these
lessons to inform change and reduce waste
on programs that do not work.

Evidence building and evaluation
Government funding, particularly in social services,
is traditionally based on an activity funding model.
This means funding is provided to organisations for
the number or services delivered, or the number of
people their service reaches.
While programs are designed to improve outcomes
for a target group or community, there is rarely any
substantial evidence provided to demonstrate what
outcomes those programs actually achieved for
those groups, and how.
According to the Centre for Social Impact:
‘Our social progress has arguably been
stymied because we haven’t concentrated
enough on outcomes. Together we’ve created
a system that has good intentions, but more
often focuses, counts and funds what and how
much we do, rather than whether we are making
a difference. We need to know whether people
are really any better off.’2
Similarly, the Community Council of Australia –
an independent organisation that represents
the not-for-profit and charity sectors – argues
that the objectives and intended outcomes of
programs are often non-existent or unclear:
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‘Performance measures against policy objectives
are often not available within federal government
agencies. This is unacceptable. Of equal
concern is that where this information exists it
is not more widely available or used to inform
better investment and better practice…In an
outcome blind measurement system even the
best policy goals can be lost in translation.’3
The Centre for Social Impact suggests policymakers
should ask themselves more outcomes-led
questions when designing and evaluating policy,
such as:

In 2015, the Australian Government established
the Families and Children Activity Expert Panel
(comprising 42 research, practice and evaluation
experts) to support service providers to deliver more
robust, evidence-based programs, with a focus on
prevention and early intervention approaches.
According to the Department of Social Services, the
role of the Panel is to:
•

provide implementation support and training
for organisations in the use of evidence-based
programmes and practice;

•

Are our children, young people, adults, our
aged, families and communities any happier,
healthier, or have a better quality of life?

•

support the development of outcome measures
that organisations can use to measure the
extent to which they have helped their clients;

•

Are they more able to participate in education,
work, their communities and socially? Are
people more resilient, included and connected?

•

provide training and support in the development
and evaluation of outcome measures;

•

support organisations to trial and evaluate new
approaches, particularly in prevention and early
intervention; and

•

conduct research and evaluation activities.

•

Do we know whether services, enterprises,
innovations and supports are changing lives,
communities and society?

•

Do we know where to spend and shift our
limited resources for social change?’4

In the United States, the Obama Administration
acknowledged the scarcity of evidence-based policy
and evaluation. The Administration’s former Budget
Director, Peter Orszag, argued that governmentfunded programs should have ‘evaluation standards
built into their DNA’. President Obama subsequently
prioritised evaluation of outcomes for all social
spending, and developed new frameworks for
measuring the impact of government programs.
As part of this, all federal programs that provide
funding to state and local governments must
now include a specific allocation for high-quality
evaluations. The size of this allocation ranges
between 1-3 per cent of total grant funds, depending
on the particular program being delivered.5
Such an approach institutionalises evaluation as
a core part of policy-making, rather than an addon or an afterthought. It recognises that designing
evaluation from the beginning is more efficient and
less complex, and it acknowledges the long-term
value of effective services for communities and for
government finances.

BY INSISTING ON HIGH QUALITY
EVIDENCE AND EVALUATION,
WE MUST ALSO ACCEPT THAT
NOT EVERY PROGRAM OR POLICY
WILL DELIVER THE OUTCOMES
IT IS INTENDED TO DELIVER.
This is a welcome step towards improving the link
between research, evaluation and improvements in
services delivery. It also recognises the importance
of building the capacity of community organisations
so they themselves can build solid evidence bases
and evaluation processes.
By insisting on high quality evidence and
evaluation, we must also accept that not every
program or policy will deliver the outcomes it is
intended to deliver. In such cases, we should
not be shy to cease funding programs that don’t
work, and learn from those experiences as we
design new approaches.

Evaluation is the most powerful tool we have for
ensuring we are spending money on things that
work, and if not, that we learn from our mistakes
and change the way we work.
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THE WAY FORWARD
Prioritise funding to programs with a rigorous evidence base
To ensure that funding only goes to programs that work, future Labor governments should move
towards funding models that require a strong evidence base for government-funded programs,
through data collection and proper evaluation.

Require evaluation of government-funded programs based
on outcomes
Future Labor governments should expand the use of expert panels to advise recipients of government
funding on proper evaluation methodologies, including randomised control trials, so that all programs
are properly evaluated. Labor should also consider ways of incentivising proper evaluation where costs
are acting as a barrier. This could include allocating specific amounts from funding pools to program
evaluation. The default should be that government programs are evaluated, and those evaluations
made public, unless there is a strong reason not to.

Data collection and evaluations
We can and must do a better job of responsibly harnessing the value of big data. We should examine
ways of improving data collection and evaluation, in order to build a strong evidence base for what
works, and what doesn’t.
Where it is ethical and feasible to do so, data collected by community organisations could be
collated, de-identified and made publicly available for other services, to assist them to enhance
their own service design.

Measuring social
progress

In a 2010 speech, former Treasury Secretary
Ken Henry warned against the over-reliance
of GDP as a measure of our progress:

Since 2011, the OECD’s Better Life Initiative has
looked beyond national economic indicators
to consider the diverse experiences and living
conditions of people, households and communities.
Critical to this work is the view that so long as
narrow measurements of economic performance
remain the sole determinant of social and economic
progress, policies that promote inclusiveness will
never retain an economic justification.

‘Not only does it provide an inadequate measure
of community wellbeing, it can lead to policy
decisions that are detrimental to wellbeing’.6

In Australia, particularly over the last 30 years, our
economic policy narrative has been framed in very
limited terms. There has been little discussion about
the nature of growth and how it is benefitting the
wellbeing of Australians.

Just as we need better ways of measuring the
performance of social policy and programs, we
need better ways of measuring how our people are
faring in society. If we can better understand the
status and progress of different people, groups
and communities, we can design better policies
to help them succeed.
In Australia and around the world, various attempts
have been made to design and develop a new way
of measuring social progress.
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The Social Progress Index
The Social Progress Imperative (SPI) is a US-based
not-for-profit which aims to change ‘the way we
solve the world’s most pressing challenges by
redefining how the world measures success and
putting the things that matter to people’s lives at
the top of the agenda.’
SPI recognises that the traditional approaches
to measuring progress and wellbeing are
inadequate. New approaches are needed to
measure growth and a sustainable future.
They designed the Social Progress Index to create
a measurement framework for national social
and environmental performance to help prioritise
investment decisions. It provides a systematic,
empirical foundation to guide inclusive growth.
The index is both independent of GDP and
complementary to it.

NEW APPROACHES ARE NEEDED
TO MEASURE GROWTH AND A
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE.
The methodology used by the Social Progress
Index encompasses four key design principles:
Exclusively social and economic indicators,
Outcomes and not inputs, Holistic and
relevant to all countries and actionability.
This means that economic indicators are excluded,
measurements of health and wellbeing are
measured instead of how much is spent on health
or hospitals, and outcomes are measured in a
granular way that focuses on specific measures
that can be implemented directly. This framework
allows for both an aggregate and a more
specific measurement of a country’s social and
environmental strengths and weaknesses.

Measures of Australian progress

Australian National Development
Index
The Australian National Development Index (ANDI
is a member-run group of community organisations,
peak bodies, businesses, faith-based organisations,
researchers, and independent, non-partisan
grassroots citizens. ANDI aims to introduce a
holistic measure of progress and national wellbeing
that reflects citizen values and priorities.

THE WAY FORWARD
Improve the way we measure
social progress
Policy decisions should be made not just
on the basis of how they will improve our
economic growth, but how they will improve
the lives of Australians.
Future Labor governments should examine
ways of improving the collection of social
statistics and, in considering international
examples, develop a new index for
measuring social progress as a complement
to GDP and other more traditional measures.
This could also be done by reinstating the
ABS’ Measures of Australian Progress report.

The Fairfax-Lateral Economics
Wellbeing Index
The Fairfax-Lateral Economics Wellbeing Index
examines and adjusts GDP to incorporate measures
of progress in Australia’s stock of physical,
environmental and human capital, including health,
inequality and job satisfaction to ‘provide a better
measure of national wellbeing than traditional
economic measures.’7

In 2002, the Australian Bureau of Statistics became
the first national statistics office to develop a new
tool for measuring the wellbeing of Australian
citizens. The Measures of Australian Progress
measured 17 different indicators across health,
education and society. Unfortunately, funding for
the program was cut in 2014.
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Utilising data for
positive social change

across society. State Governments, in particular,
NSW and Victoria, have embraced this potential
based on the model established in the United
Kingdom.

Governments hold an extraordinary amount of
unique data that, once de-identified, could be
accessed, analysed and utilised to inform policy
development, improve service delivery, monitor
performance and evaluate program outcomes.

Yet despite its value, Australia has been slow
realise the potential of government and community
generated data.

At the same time, community organisations and
individual members of the community are collecting
data that, if collated and analysed appropriately,
could have enormous value for policy development.
A culture of open data has the potential to transform
our public policy development and community
sector, improve efficiency and effectiveness, and
ultimately improve outcomes for the Australian
people. Of course, de-identification and protecting
the privacy of individuals and organisations must
always be paramount.
Data also has the potential to foster a new
generation of social enterprises and start-ups, by
transforming access to the information we need to
develop new solutions to complex social problems.
The applications of open data for the community
and not-for-profit sectors are seemingly endless.
Mobile applications which are intelligently using
data to improve outcomes for citizens include:
•

‘Safe Around Me’, which aggregates information
and services on domestic violence;

•

InfoXchange’s new app to support access to
services for people experiencing homelessness;

•

Asthma Foundation NSW’s app providing realtime access to data on air quality for sufferers of
asthma;

•

Tasmania’s Sense-T Project, which integrates
data from public and private environmental and
agricultural sensors on a platform that allows it
to be reused and transformed for use in mobile
applications and other services.

Since 2013 the US government has published more
than 164,000 datasets under its Open Data Policy.
By contrast, there are just over 7,200 datasets
available on the Australian data.gov.au website.
The Department of Social Services currently
publishes just 17.
In 2014, the Department of Social Services
began work on a new program Data Exchange,
which is now also used by the Commonwealth
Attorney Generals Department, Commonwealth
Department of Health and a range of state and
territory governments who directly deliver the
Commonwealth Home Support Programme
(CHSP), to collect data on program outcomes.
Data Exchange works by encouraging providers
to upload performance reports, which are
then shared with other participating providers
anonymously. This allows providers to improve
service provision for clients by learning from
the experiences of other providers. This is
a positive development.
Australia needs to be more proactive in generating
and collecting data, making it accessible to
organisations that can use it for social good while
also applying it to the development and design
of public policy. We also need to look at ways of
providing platforms for the community to share
their own data in accessible ways.

In Australia, while there are many businesses and
government entities using privately collected data
internally, when data is open – legally and practically
able to be accessed and reused by others – it
takes on much greater value. It has the potential
to inform decision making in both the public,
private and not-for-profit sectors, transforming
our policy development and fostering innovation
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THE WAY FORWARD
Improve access to data
Recognising the inherent social value of data, Federal Labor has announced a plan to pursue a new
National Information Policy through a cross-sector Independent Data Council. The Independent Data
Council would be modelled on the New Zealand ‘Data Futures Partnership’ and the UK ‘Open Data
Institute’ and would include experts from government, academia and the private sector. It would be
tasked with promoting an optimal open data culture in Australia supported by appropriate rules and
institutions. A National Information Policy would follow the model of the Keating Government’s National
Competition Policy and systematically scan institutions (public, private and community), policies and
regulations to identify obstacles to optimal data generation, protection, access and use.
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Conclusion
Growing Together tells the real story of life in Australia.
We have a strong economy and a successful society, but worsening inequality threatens our future.
We need to invest in our people so we can secure better jobs and higher living standards.
This report has outlined the challenges, prompted questions and offered some new directions.
It does pose some confronting realities, because the task before us demands clarity and honesty.
More than anything, Growing Together offers Australians a choice.
A plan to tackle inequality, or a path to more to more division and exclusion.
The high road to inclusive growth, or the low road to austerity and mediocrity.
We cannot wish away economic and social change, and we cannot ignore the challenges they bring.
Nostalgia for the way things were will not aid us. Denying or ignoring the need for action will only
bring greater inequality and sharper discord.
The world is changing rapidly, and we must make this change work for us.
Growing Together is an agenda that is ambitious for Australia, with full faith in our people.
We can aim for a full-employment economy by putting jobs first.
We can make sure our children are getting the best possible start in life.
We can make education and learning central to economic and employment growth.
We can help people balance the competing priorities of modern life.
We can support older Australians to lead long lives of dignity and meaning.
We can modernise our policy so that it is more responsive and more effective.
By putting people first, by investing in their capabilities, we can manage the risks and grasp the
opportunities that change brings.
This is the start, not the end, of a more positive and productive discussion about Australia’s future.
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