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Foreword

This report paints a disturbing picture of what’s happening to Australian 
children. It �nds that in 2004/05 alone 37,392 children were born into the 21 most 
disadvantaged communities.

We can predict with some certainty that many of these children will fail to reach 
their full potential and acceptable levels of wellbeing. Compared to their more 
advantaged peers, they are less likely to succeed at school, hold down a job, buy a 
home or enjoy good physical and mental health. Their disadvantage disadvantages 
all of us by robbing the nation of their potential economic contribution and 
imposing higher remedial costs on the rest of society. 

The best way to protect children from disadvantage is to help parents improve 
their children’s life chances. This is consistent with the Brotherhood’s belief that 
parents and families must be part of the solution to disadvantage.

Our Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY) is having 
great success helping parents prepare their children for the world of education by 
imparting early learning and relationship skills and building their self con�dence. 
Research suggests that the program achieves many positive outcomes for children, 
families and the broader community. Cost–bene�t analysis of specialised 
preschool programs in the United States shows that prevention is highly cost 
effective. Every dollar invested will repay itself many times over.

In the run up to the 2007 federal election, the Brotherhood is asking all political 
parties to commit to extending the existing eight HIPPY sites� in Australia to 50
sites—at a total cost of only $10 million per year. 

Investing now in HIPPY will have economic and health bene�ts to society over 
the coming decades.

Preventing childhood disadvantage is the single most important economic and 
moral duty of members of our federal parliament. The Brotherhood is asking for 
their help. We want MPs, especially those with high numbers of disadvantaged 
children in their electorate, to press their party’s leaders to adopt the HIPPY 
program as one of their �agship early learning, anti-disadvantage election policies.

We need to invest now to protect children from the blight of disadvantage.
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Up to 50 per cent of school outcomes are determined before formal education even 
begins. From the age of three, disadvantaged children have often already started 
falling behind their more fortunate peers in language development. By the second 
year of school wide gaps in reading ability that will persist into adulthood have 
usually already opened up. Serious disadvantage can be entrenched as early as the 
age of seven. 

(Professor Frank Oberklaid, 
Foundation Director of the Centre for Community Child Health 

at the Royal Children’s Hospital, public symposium, Melbourne, 12 April 2007)

As this report details, in 2004 more than 37,000 Australian babies were born who 
are in danger of not ful�lling their potential—that’s more than 37,000 Australian 
children who, without intervention, are more likely later in life to fail at school, 
be unemployed, have poorer physical and mental health and have drug and 
alcohol addiction. 

Very soon these children will be entering school. Without an intervention 
program to vaccinate them from the effects of their disadvantage, they will fall so 
far behind the rest of their class that they may never catch up. And just a decade 
later they’ll be adults and perhaps having children of their own. 

It will happen in the blink of an eye. 

We need to intervene now. 

Tony Nicholson
Executive Director of the Brotherhood of St Laurence
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Childhood disadvantage: 
Bad for kids, bad for the economy

Childhood disadvantage has a massive knock-on effect for all Australians.

Every time we allow a child to suffer disadvantage we hold our economy back. This 
is because in the modern economy wealth depends on the knowledge and skills of 
people—‘human capital’. Every child who is prevented from ful�lling his or her 
potential robs our economy of knowledge and skills. Australia simply can’t afford it.

Currently more than half a million Australian 15- to 24-year olds are neither in full-time 
work nor full-time study. For most, their failure at school has its origins in their early 
years. Yet at the same time we have a massive shortage of young skilled people.

If you can’t afford a plumber, �nd a quali�ed employee to work in your business or your 
hospital is short of nurses, it’s partly because childhood disadvantage has taken too many
people out of the mainstream workforce, robbing us of labour and driving up prices. 

In the face of demographic and competitive pressures, our economy simply can’t afford 
to have up to 15 per cent of our potential workforce not contributing to full capacity. 

Access Economics have recently found that increasing the proportion of young people 
completing school or an apprenticeship to 90 per cent would boost annual GDP by 
1.1per cent by 2040—$9.2 billion or $500 for every household in the country.1

But of course while childhood disadvantage is an economic disaster it’s a moral tragedy 
because it blights lives and communities. Research shows that children experiencing 
disadvantage commonly suffer from exclusion. They are aware of the problems and take 
measures to avoid embarrassment and protect their parents, with a resultant diminution 
of their future aspirations. We can’t afford to waste talent, but we also shouldn’t ruin 
individual lives. It’s a simple principle of justice that children should not have their 
future decided by the lottery of birth or be punished for the failings of their parents. It’s 
our duty to break the poverty cycle.

No matter what your political persuasion, there’s an 
excellent reason to combat childhood disadvantage.
So why aren’t we doing something about it? It’s a good question. Poverty is systematic 
in its perniciousness. Its clench is dif�cult for poor people to break—unless we start to 
combat it in the early years. As this report points out, we know how many children in 
every electorate are born into disadvantage, and we know the risk factors. 

1 Dusseldorp Skills Forum and Australian Industry Group, ‘It’s Crunch Time: Raising Youth Engagement 
and Attainment—a discussion paper’ (August 2007).
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The next generation is 
growing up in disavantage

The need for early childhood intervention is demonstrated by analysis of the number 
and location of Australia’s disadvantaged children, including in which federal 
electorate they live. 

There are many risk factors associated with childhood disadvantage. The most 
important include: (1) poverty; (2) parents with low income; (3) growing up in a 
single parent home; (4) having parents who are unemployed; and (5) growing up in a 
poor community. Of course, many of these risk factors go hand in hand. Disturbingly, 
as the following analysis shows, many children are growing up in communities with 
higher than average concentrations of these risk factors. The following analysis also 
matches these high risk areas to the proposed location of HIPPY sites.  

By matching NATSEM data (on the basis of 2001 Census) with birth rates, we �nd 
a striking relationship between poverty and birth rates. Those electorates with the 
most children in poverty in 2001 were, three years later, the electorates with the most 
children born in them. 

Chart 1: Children in poverty 2001/02 and children born per adult 2004–05
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Chart 1 illustrates this strong relationship. Each diamond represents one of the 150
federal electorates. For example, the diamond in the top right hand corner represents 
the electorate of Chi�ey in the west of Sydney. In 2001 it had the highest number of 
children living in poverty (6231 children). Three years later it had one of the highest 
birthrates in Australia with 2512 children born (or a birth rate of 3 per cent2). By 
contrast, the electorate of Cook in southern Sydney had one of the lowest numbers of 
children living in poverty and also had one of the lowest birth rates. 

These two electorates demonstrate a general relationship—the higher the poverty 
rates per electorate the higher the birth rates. This statistical relationship is represented 
by the upward sloping straight line which describes the average statistical relationship 
across all electorates. 

The explanation for this phenomenon is not necessarily an increase in birth rates in 
disadvantaged electorates but could be a reduction in birth rates in more af�uent 
electorates.3  But whatever the cause, more of our children appear to be now being 
born in areas of social disadvantage.  Of course, poverty rates may have changed 
since 2001/02. But when we look at birth rates against some more recently available 
measures of disadvantage we �nd the same relationship. The greater the risk factors 
in an electorate, the more children are being born in that electorate. 

The BSL has used these more recently available measures of disadvantage to examine 
whether the relationship between birth rates and disadvantage still exists today. 

The key research �ndings are: 

The ten federal electorates with the highest birth rates had mean taxable income 
of $40,000. By comparison, the ten electorates with the lowest birthrates had mean 
taxable income of just under $48,000.

The ten electorates with the highest birth rates had an average unemployment rate 
of 5 per cent. By contrast, the ten electorates with the lowest birth rates had an 
unemployment rate of only 2 per cent.

The ten electorates with the highest birth rates had an average of 5 per cent single 
parents as a proportion of all adults. By contrast, the ten electorates with the lowest 
birth rates had only 3 per cent single parents as a proportion of all adults.

The data for each of the top and bottom ten electorates by birth rates is supplied below.  

2  Due to lack of available data the birth rate used here is the number of children born in an electorate 
divided by the number of adults on the electoral roll.  

3  Mary Kent, editor of the Population Reference Bureau’s quarterly Population Bulletin states ‘Fertility 
tends to decline as education level increases. Women may put off marriage and children to further their 
education, then to get established in the labor force. Women age 40 to 44 with no high school education had 
about 2.5 children in 2004, compared with 1.6 children among women with a graduate or professional degree. 
Fertility by income follows a similar pattern.’  http://discuss.prb.org/content/interview/detail/1172/

�N

�N

�N
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Table 1: Ten highest versus ten lowest birth rate electorates

Birth rate Ten highest birth rates

Single
parent
families Mean taxable income

% Adults 
on Newstart 
Allowance

3.3% Lingiari (NT)* 5% 41,313 11%

3.0% Kalgoorlie (WA) * 5% 47,797 4%

3.0% Reid (NSW) 4% 36,611 6%

3.0% Chi�ey (NSW) 7% 37,251 6%

2.9% Holt (Vic) 5% 37,478 4%

2.8% Greenway (NSW) 4% 40,970 3%

2.8% Leichhardt (Qld) * 6% 38,083 5%

2.7% Solomon (NT) * 5% 43,833 4%

2.7% Werriwa (NSW) * 5% 38,785 3%

2.7% Gorton (Vic) * 3% 38,155 5%

2.9 Average 5% $40,027 5%

Ten lowest birth rates

1.3% Hindmarsh (SA) 3% 41,239 3%

1.3% Boothby (SA) 3% 42,639 2%

1.3% Brad�eld (NSW) 2% 75,610 1%

1.4% Tangney (WA) 4% 45,933 1%

1.4% Menzies (Vic) 2% 47,702 1%

1.4% Sturt (SA) 4% 44,974 2%

1.5% Kooyong (Vic) 3% 65,384 1%

1.5% Cowper (NSW) 5% 34,254 6%

1.5% Mayo (SA) 3% 39,300 2%

1.5% Gilmore (NSW) 4% 39,218 4%

1.4% Average 3% $47,625 2%

* Signi�es electorates where communities are currently seeking funding for a Home Interaction Program for 
Parents and Youngsters. Sources: as per Appendix 1.
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The above table shows the divide between electorates with high and low birth rates. 
Not only are the averages striking but so are the electorate by electorate comparisons. 
Compare the electorates with the third highest and lowest birth rates—Reid and 
Brad�eld respectively. Reid has more than twice the birth rate as Brad�eld but also has 
more than twice the disadvantage—no matter what measure of disadvantage is used.  

Combining all of the above measures of disadvantage, we can create a list of the 
electorates in which these disadvantaged families are most concentrated.

Table 2: Electorates in Australia with the most disadvantaged children

Mean taxable income Single parent families Newstart recipients

Chi�ey (NSW) 37,251 7.0% 5.7%

Rankin (Qld) 35,910 6.8% 4.2%

Leichhardt (Qld) 38,083 6.0% 4.7%

Wake�eld (SA) 35,649 5.9% 4.8%

Fowler (NSW) 36,184 5.8% 7.9%

Oxley (Qld) 37,438 5.7% 3.8%

Kingston (SA) 35,094 5.4% 4.1%

Page (NSW) 34,719 5.4% 6.6%

Richmond (NSW) 35,660 5.4% 4.9%

Port Adelaide (SA) 35,326 5.4% 5.2%

Cowper (NSW) 34,254 5.3% 5.7%

Fairfax (Qld) 35,911 5.1% 4.3%

Franklin (Tas) 37,600 4.8% 4.0%

Parkes (NSW) 37,457 4.7% 3.8%

Bass (Tas) 37,378 4.7% 4.5%

Lyne (NSW) 36,014 4.6% 5.2%

New England (NSW) 36,498 4.5% 4.4%

Calwell (Vic) 38,078 4.5% 5.0%

Bendigo (Vic) 35,631 4.4% 3.8%

Wide Bay (Qld) 34,308 4.4% 4.8%

Kennedy (Qld) 38,144 4.4% 4.6%

BSL analysis.  Sources as per Appendix 1
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The 21 electorates in the above table are distinguished by the fact that they fall into the 
bottom third of all electorates for each of the measures of disadvantage examined. For 
example, Chi�ey is in the bottom third for taxable income. It also is in the top third for 
unemployment and number of single parent families. The same is true of Rankin and 
so on down the list. 

A total of 37,392 children were born into these electorates in 2004/05. Many of these 
children and others like them scattered across Australia’s other federal electorates will 
be left behind unless we step into to help. The same will be true for kids born in the 
years ahead.  

When analysed alongside the NATSEM 2004 estimate of children in poverty, we can 
say safely that well over half a million Australian children between the ages of 0 and 
15are at risk of disadvantage. 

Investing in our children’s future is always important, however the demographic 
pressures of an ageing population make investment in early childhood an imperative 
if we are to maintain a healthy economy and community. 

These �ndings show that increasing birth rates must 

be matched by human capital investment to prevent 

additional disadvantage.
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The solution: 
Assisting parents to help young children
The data discussed above demonstrates that a worryingly large proportion of 
Australian babies are being born into the families and communities least able to 
prevent a life of disadvantage. 

But while escape from this situation is dif�cult, research shows that children are better 
able to cope with external disadvantage if they have a supportive relationship with 
parents. If their parents value education and can impart the con�dence and skills 
necessary to make a good start with schooling, even disadvantaged children are likely 
to succeed in education and have higher self-esteem in life.

The Brotherhood of St Laurence believes that parents—even those least well equipped 
to cope—have to be part of the solution to their children’s disadvantage.

To give parents the skills they need to help their children out of disadvantage, the 
Brotherhood of St Laurence proposes the widespread expansion of its HIPPY program.

The Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters, HIPPY, is an innovative 
initiative that trains and supports parents to take an active role preparing their 
preschool-aged children for school. The two-year program provides home tutors, 
books and educational resources to help parents assist their children (aged 3 to 5
years) build ‘school readiness’, communication and relationship skills. The program 
also builds the skills and con�dence of parents, enabling them to make a more active, 
positive contribution to their child’s future education.

As part of the program, tutors work with parents in their homes over two years, visiting 
fortnightly and providing personal support, storybooks, structured material and practical 
techniques. Parents are shown ways to interact constructively with their children between 
visits, sharing educational activities in a regular, playful and positive way.

Programs based on the HIPPY model began in Israel and operate in several countries 
including the United States, Canada, Germany, El Salvador and New Zealand. The Home 
Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters started in Australia in 1997 with 20 families
and three tutors in the inner suburbs of Melbourne. There are currently HIPPY sites in 
eight communities across Australia: La Perouse (NSW), Fitzroy (Vic), Moonee Valley 
(Vic), Geelong (Vic), Colac (Vic), Winchelsea (Vic), Smithon (Tas) and Burnie (Tas).4

Parents in the program have reported that it has improved their parenting skills and 
their ability to be their child’s �rst teacher. 

4 There are also a number of communities (e.g. Yipirinya, NT and Shepparton, Vic) where communities 
have identi�ed HIPPY as a program which meets local needs and are actively seeking funding.
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“My experiences with HIPPY go back a long way—�ve or more years. To start with, 
my involvement was as a parent with my son Matthew doing the program. I felt he was 
struggling with basic ‘stuff ’ compared to other kids his age, so the program sounded 
perfect for us. Over the course of the next two years I learnt exactly what sort of ‘stuff ’ 
he had most trouble with and what the actual names of these concepts and skills were. 
Matthew had a lot of testing done in his kinder year and I could see how HIPPY activities 
improved his con�dence and ability at some of the tasks.” HIPPY parent

“I have spent many fun hours working with my daughter on things she really enjoys. 
Sometimes I wonder where I found the time but I saw HIPPY as an investment into her 
learning which has given her valuable skills for school. HIPPY has made learning a fun 
experience for Lisa and given her great con�dence. I know I will never forget the time I 
have spent with Lisa, and I am sure her memories will be happy ones too. I know how 
important it is to be there for my child as she works hard at school.”HIPPY parent

So the Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters has been piloted and 
works. A US review of 17 evaluations across different countries found positive effects of 
the program on children’s academic and cognitive outcomes and on parent outcomes 
such as involvement in their children’s education.

In addition to helping children get a good start in school, HIPPY has helped parents 
by increasing their con�dence and skills; boosting their participation in school and 
community life; and developing their work readiness and community leadership skills.

Many HIPPY tutors have used it as the springboard for re-entering education, training 
and the workforce. So it’s good for disadvantaged children, good for parents and good 
for building social cohesion. 

“I found doing the HIPPY program to be one of the most rewarding experiences of my 
life. Taking on the role of a tutor gave me a new sense of self-esteem. Being a mother of 
two, I had lost myself in that role and had forgotten some of the qualities I possessed. By 
helping me re-enter the workforce, HIPPY opened up a whole new world for me. It gave 
me a real sense of belonging, a chance to help educate children, an opportunity to believe 
in myself and grow as a person.” HIPPY tutor

HIPPY is also highly cost-effective and affordable public policy.

The Brotherhood is proposing that the federal government establish and maintain 50
HIPPY sites around Australia at an estimated total cost of $10 million per year over 
four years to assist 3000 families. 

These 50 sites would assist 3000+ families a year (an average of 65 in each site) as well 
as train and employ some 350 tutors from disadvantaged communities.
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Appendix 1: Birth rates and disadvantage
This appendix details the relationship between birth rates the following risk factors 
associated with social disadvantage: low income, unemployment rates and single 
parent families.

(1) Low family income
The ten federal electorates with the highest birth rates had mean taxable income 
of $40,000. By comparison, the ten electorates with the lowest birthrates had mean 
taxable income of $48,000.

As Chart 2 shows, electorates with low average family income are where the recent baby 
boom has been strongest. The labeling of an electorate in the chart indicates an actual or 
proposed HIPPY site with grass-roots community support but requiring funding. 

Chart 2: Mean taxable income per electorate and children born per adult

�N

Source: ATO: Taxation Statistics 2003/04; ABS ERP data 2004 3105.0.65.001;  Births Australia 2005 (3301.0); 
AEC enrolment data 2004; all data converted into electorates by the Australian Parliamentary Library.

This illustrates that poorer electorates (ones with low mean taxable income) tend 
to be where the most children were born during 2004/05. The straight black line is a 
statistical representation of this tendency. The cluster of electorates in the top right 
hand corner of the graph demonstrates the phenomenon—the electorates with 
the highest birth rates are also some of the poorest in Australia. These are also the 
electorates where community support for HIPPY sites is strongest. 
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(2) Single-parent families
The ten electorates with the highest birth rates had an average of 5 per cent single 
parent families. By contrast, the ten electorates with the lowest birth rates had only 
3 per cent single parent families.

We know from the Census that single-parent families tend to have lower incomes than 
two-parent families. In fact, this is one of the biggest predictors of low-income households. 
As the trend line in Chart 3 shows, there is a strong correlation between electorates with 
the highest proportion of single parent families and those with the highest birth rate.

Chart 3: Children born per adult and single parents as a proportion of adults per electorate

�N

Source:; Australian Parliamentary Library, Research Paper no. 1 2004–05 Electoral rankings: Census2001
(2003 boundaries) ABS ERP data 2004 3105.0.65.001; Births Australia 2005 (3301.0); AEC enrolment data; all 
data converted into electorates by the Australian Parliamentary Library.

Children growing up in single parent households are particularly at risk of poverty. 
When the responsibilities for earning the family income as well as parenting fall to one 
parent, the family typically has fewer resources and less income. 
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(3) Unemployed parents
The ten electorates with the highest birth rates had an average unemployment rate 
of 5 per cent. By contrast, the ten electorates with the lowest birth rates had an 
unemployment rate of only 2 per cent.

It’s obvious that growing up in a family with unemployed parent(s) exposes a child to 
disadvantage—not just low income, but no strong connections with the mainstream 
economy and the opportunities it offers for security and personal advancement.

Chart 4 demonstrates a strong correlation between the birth rates in Australia’s 150
federal electorates and the number of Newstart recipients. The named electorates are 
those that are proposed for the establishment of a Home Interaction for Program for 
Parents and Youngsters project.

Chart 4: Newborn children and Newstart Allowance recipients per electorate

�N

Source: Newstart recipients by electorate—Centrelink special data request for Parliamentary Library, 
June 2006; ABS ERP data 2004 3105.0.65.001; Births Australia 2005 (3301.0); AEC enrolment data; all data 
converted into electorates by the Australian Parliamentary Library.

Lingiari is ‘off the scale’ in this graph. Not only does Lingiari have the highest 
unemployment rate in the country, it also had the most children born in 2004/05. This 
demonstrates the need to get a HIPPY site funded in this electorate. If we don’t invest in 
these children’s development soon it will be too late—for them and for the community 
as a whole. 
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Appendix 2: Detailed recommendation 
and costing assumptions

The Brotherhood of St Laurence recommends that the federal government should 
support 50 community Home Interaction Program for Parents and Youngsters sites 
in disadvantaged communities (including current ones) at an annual national cost of 
$10million once fully rolled out. 

These 50 sites would assist 3000 families a year—approximately 65 families in the 
intensive program at any one time in each community. 

Roll-out over four years would include employing and training 350 tutors from the 
disadvantaged communities—for many this would be their entry or re-entry point to 
paid work.

This costing covers local operating costs including the coordinator, tailored program 
materials and training and pay for home tutors. It also covers the 2.4 equivalent full-
time national staff to support each 10 HIPPY sites, including state-based positions.

Many communities across the country are already keen to start their own HIPPY 
sites. Their selection for funding would be on the basis of consistency with broader 
Federal planning criteria, such as adding value to FACSIA’s Communities for 
Children program, which funds non-government organisations in 45 disadvantaged 
communities to implement local approaches to early childhood development.
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