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Foreword

In from the Edge is this 10th edition of 
our annual State of the Family Report. 
It puts some more flesh on the bones 
of the passionate belief in social justice 
that underpins the work and the voice 
of Anglicare Australia and the Anglicare 
network. These essays, in quite different 
ways, provide insight and perspective on the 
challenge of building a truly inclusive society 
and offer hope, rather than optimism, that it 
can be done.

What unites these diverse and powerful 
voices is the belief that we need to connect 
to and engage with people where they are. 
And that everyone’s journey is different.

Also strongly visible in these essays, and in the advocacy work of Anglicare 
Australia, is a reflection on the shape and the direction of our society as a 
whole. Anglicare services work with the particular circumstances of individuals 
and families offering support and opportunities and care. But the evidence of 
that work points us to a wider change that can make can see us becoming 
a more inclusive society. And a part of our work, as you can see through 
these essays, is to articulate the need and some of the ways for us, for our 
organisations, and for governments to lead those social changes.
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I am pleased that these essays reflect, and are built on, authentic work on 
the ground. One of the strengths of our network is that our advocacy reflects 
our practice and research, and the services we provide are grown from our 
connection to our communities. The authors have drawn thoughtfully and 
rigorously from their experience and the work of those around them.

For Anglicare Australia, one of the strengths of our Christian faith is that we can 
draw on our values to call for a commitment to address the inequity, injustice, 
history and circumstance that excludes so many vulnerable members of our 
society. We need to talk about what is wrong and right, where so many other 
voices in society are tied into a political spectrum of left and right instead.

At a national level the next few years are politically less certain, and so more 
open to influence and debate than any other time in recent years. The question 
of what we set as our national priorities is up for continuing negotiation.

There is an opportunity and a responsibility for us to put our commitment 
to social justice, the kind of social transformation it requires, on that agenda. 
In From the Edge adds depth and insight to our understanding of that change 
and gives us some directions for the journey.

The Rt. Revd. Dr. Chris Jones
Chairperson
Anglicare Australia



Preface

In from the Edge is Anglicare Australia’s 10th State of the Family report; an annual 
publication that draws on the research and experience of the Anglicare network 
to cast a light on the circumstances of life on the margins of our society.

Anglicare Australia is a network of 43 autonomous organisations joined by 
values of service, innovation, leadership and the faith that every individual 
has an intrinsic value. Our services are delivered to one in forty Australians, in 
partnership with them, the communities in which they live, and like-minded 
organisations in those areas. We are in it with those communities for the long 
term—our services have been around for more than 150 years. In 2009–10 over 
13,000 staff and nearly 13,000 volunteers worked with over 615,000 vulnerable 
Australians delivering diverse services, in every region of Australia.

Anglicare Australia’s mission is to engage with all Australians to build 
communities of resilience, hope and justice. Social Inclusion—the concept now 
shaping the Australian Government’s policies regarding the most vulnerable 
among us—speaks to that mission. However, there are still many people 
who are unable to participate in or make a meaningful contribution to their 
communities, policies of social inclusion notwithstanding.

In from the Edge consists of five independent essays that explore the barriers of 
continuing exclusion. They are the personal views of key contributors to the 
work of Anglicare member organisations.
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Jo Flanagan from Anglicare Tasmania explores hardship and poverty through 
the experiences of one particular group of clients—people using emergency 
relief services. Along the way she discusses inadequate income support , the 
pricing of essential services and unjust judgements that people will be both 
undeserving and incompetent.

Lynne Graham from Samaritans in Newcastle looks at the accumulation of 
factors and events that conspire to exclude some young people from having 
positive options as they move into adulthood, drawing on her experience and 
their voices.

Josey Hansen, a Noongar woman, tells the story of her involvement with 
Anglicare WA, how she has worked with the people in that organisation to 
bring an Aboriginal perspective into the centre of their work, and the social 
transformation that brings about.

Alan Gruner with Michelle Low, from Benetas in Melbourne explores positive 
possibilities for older people, the kind of social changes that would be needed 
to support them, and some of the harder barriers to active involvement that 
still exist.

The final essay from Peter Pearce, from Spiritus and the Anglican Community 
Services Commission in Brisbane argues that social inclusion is a contract, that  
welfare conditionality is justified as a part of that contract, but as a society we 
are not keeping our side of the bargain when it comes to housing security.

The conclusion from Kasy Chambers, Anglicare Australia’s Executive Director, 
looks to the possibility of our new minority government generating the public 
conversations that are needed, and the individual action we need to commit to,   
before we can start on the structural changes these essays suggest.

This publication is designed to be read as a whole. But the essays of course can 
also be circulated and read independently. We hope you find them illuminating 
and engaging, and we trust you find the art illustration works in a similar vein.

My work for Anglicare Australia as publisher of In From the Edge has been 
greatly supported by an Anglicare reference group consisting of Ian Carter, 
Jo Flanagan, Michael Horn and Peter Kell; as well as Clare McHugh, 
Lawrence Gardner and Helen Maxwell, who have worked above and beyond, 
and all staff in the Anglicare Australia team. I’d like to thank the artists for their 
generosity, and the writers for their passion and resilience.

Roland Manderson
Deputy Director
Anglicare Australia
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A vegie patch and a crippling electricity bill set Anglicare 
Tasmania’s JO FLANAGAN thinking about emergency 

relief clients and what their experiences can teach us about 
social exclusion and income adequacy.

From April to September the wind blows straight off the mountains behind 
Hobart and straight through your clothes. It’s cold, cold as a stepmother’s breath 
says my mother, who has no experience of stepmothers. The people coming 
into our offices walk with their shoulders hunched up to keep their necks warm; 
people who don’t have decent coats hug themselves and run. A lot of people 
come into Anglicare in these months looking for something—a way to get food, 
to heat their homes, to pay the phone bill, to find a house, to get some money 
for petrol so they can visit someone who is sick.

The other night an out-of-work friend of mine showed me his electricity bill. It 
was $900 for the quarter. His home is a huge old two-storey rental property, 
draughty and damp, with high tin ceilings. Its only heating is one reverse-cycle 
electric heater in one downstairs room. Over the last few years his family have 
learnt more survival skills to add to the ones they learnt in Africa. They layer up 
their clothing and wear coats and hats—indoors and out—all winter but even 
so, the children have regular respiratory infections. My friend says he’ll stay in 
this house because it’s near services and because he’s scared of the stories he’s 
heard about how hard it is to find a new one. Selfishly, I’m glad of that because 
my son loves running to this house after school, as this large family make an 
important contribution to nearly every class and every sports team in our 

Trouble rarely 
travels alone
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primary school, and because they have made a large vegetable garden in some 
unused land nearby that is feeding us all. So instead of suggesting we help them 
find a new house far away from us, I ring an emergency relief provider and 
organise an appointment. My friend doesn’t want to ask for more help, but he 
has to.

Ben Chifley called the social security system, devised after World War II, ‘the 
safety net’ for Australians in time of crisis. The emergency relief provider that my 
friend went to is part of a system that is the safety net under the safety net—the 

final place people in crisis can go to for 
food or help with critical bills. Anglicare 
Tasmania, where I work, is part of an 
Anglicare network delivering emergency 
relief through 43 agencies across 
Australia. Looking at the experiences of 
people using emergency relief services 
over the last year gives an extraordinary 
view of what life has been like for 
families who are living in hardship.

I don’t suppose many working people have ever thought of what it feels like 
to walk up to the front desk of a charity, knowing that you are going to ask a 
stranger for food, but during 2008–09 our services saw an increase in people 
doing just that. There were increased numbers of low income earners, and also 
middle-income families, and that included people with mortgages and people 
who had just lost their jobs. We didn’t see it at first, when everyone was most 
concerned about the global financial crisis—during the last half of 2008—but 
the numbers started to rise through the first half of 2009.

The Australian Government responded to the financial crisis by increasing 
funding for emergency relief services and other initiatives that meant we could 
increase the amount of financial and material assistance we could give to 
people. However, in spite of the increased presence of middle-income families 
among those approaching emergency relief services, the vast majority of people 
coming into the services were people on social security payments. The majority 
of these had been on social security for a long time, most for more than two 
years, some for more than a decade. What this means is that some people have 
been leading difficult lives for a long, long time.

But even though the increasing demand on the emergency relief system is from 
people with complex and long term problems it has limited capacity to provide 
more than short-term crisis relief to most of the people coming in. This is a 
system little changed since the days of poor relief; it is heavily supplemented by 
charitable fund-raising and in many areas it is still delivered by parish volunteers. 
People in crisis are required to prove their financial hardship and by and large 
the response is to give them food, or vouchers to purchase it. They might also 
get help to pay bills, op shop vouchers, cheques to pay creditors or cheques 

“ I don’t suppose many working people have ever thought of 
what it feels like to walk up 
to the front desk of a charity, 
knowing that you are going to 
ask a stranger for food”
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for cash. On the whole, emergency relief services are not designed to give an 
holistic response to people coming in the door, although most do their best to 
ensure referral to appropriate services or to link their programs with financial 
counselling services or direct advocacy. Perhaps it is what they offer, or perhaps 
it is the nature of a crisis, but many people still report a feeling of shame in 
approaching services for support and few of the people using them, not even 
those who reveal that they have many, complex problems, are in contact with 
other support services.1

Of course a range of issues cause problems for people using emergency relief 
services. Sometimes the issues are deeply personal, such as a bereavement, 
illness, or injury. Sometimes people fall foul of life: their family may have broken 
up or they have been the victim of violence of some other crime. Sometimes 
it’s because of homelessness, disability, unemployment, addiction or debts. 
What we have learned, from our conversations with these people, is that trouble 
rarely travels alone. Many people are dealing with a number of these problems 
at any one time. The social inclusion framework adopted by the Australian 
Government (and some of the state governments) does help us to keep a wider 
view of how problems interact to reinforce disadvantage. Poor access to 
education, housing, transport, personal crises—any one of these things can 
cause a family’s resources to evaporate but the cumulative effect of these 
problems is what causes some families to be classed 
as ‘multiply disadvantaged’. If you look at this list of 
problems through the lens of the stories of people 
using emergency relief services, what is surprising is 
how obvious some of these problems are, how 
structural and how readily rectified—and how 
short-term and neglectful some of our governments’ 
responses are.

Some of the biggest problems affecting disadvantaged people are also the most 
intractable and expensive issues for governments to address, but these problems 
are also governments’ core business. For example, education. Employment is 
an important road out of poverty and successive governments have stressed the 
need for skilled workers and the importance of people participating in the 
workforce for economic growth. Most jobs in Australia now go to people with 
post-secondary qualifications, so education is everything. Yet access to 
education and the outcomes children achieve are being compromised for 
students from low income families because of costs imposed by schools. How 
do we know this? We know because there is clear evidence coming from the 
emergency relief services. For example, our Victorian colleagues are reporting 
that up to two-thirds of families using their services are saying that school costs 
were causing them financial problems, one-third of the families are reporting to 
the charities that they can’t afford up-to-date schoolbooks for their children or 
new school clothes, and a quarter can’t afford to send their children on school 
outings, or to pay for them to participate in school activities. How can this be? 

“ What we have learned, from 
our conversations with these 
people, is that trouble rarely 
travels alone ”



4 State of the Family—In from the Edge

This is not a complicated policy issue. This is a funding issue with direct 
consequences for children’s educational outcomes. It is a simple matter of 
funding a 21st century school system that pulls schools out of destructive 
user-pays systems and makes sure that children can attend and participate.

Governments also have a responsibility to 
ensure citizens have housing. For a range of 
reasons governments at state and federal level 
have moved away from the bulk provision of 
public housing as a way of delivering affordable 
housing. Instead now governments want to 
promote alternative forms of tenure. Their 
policies now emphasise financial assistance 
delivered directly to people on the lowest 

incomes to be spent on their rent in the private rental market. This depends on 
the market to deliver affordable housing. Is this working? Not really. There is 
significant unmet community need. A less advertised side effect of the crisis in 
housing affordability is the increase in tenant insecurity. Low-income earners 
churn through tenancies in the private rental market. A project that looked at 
the experiences of Tasmanians using emergency relief services found that just 
over a quarter of participants had moved three or more times in the previous 
two years, and one in ten had moved five or more times. That research also 
found a link between frequent household moves and ongoing financial hardship, 
with the hardship increasing with the number of moves. It must be upsetting 
to see the effects of this on your children, and frequent moves are particularly 
hard on the young. Families often talk about how hard it is when they have to 
leave a community, or a school, or family support, but research also shows that 
frequent moves have negative impacts on children’s educational outcomes, 
are associated with frequently missed school, loss of friends, disrupted learning 
programs and poor opportunities for homework or study. One mother, 
interviewed for a project we did on people on the waiting list for public housing, 
reported to us that her eight-year-old son, who was only in grade two, had lived 
in 13 different houses. The little boy was already attending his seventh school.

At the same time we are also seeing large numbers of public housing tenants 
coming into emergency relief services. In fact their presence in these services 
is out of all proportion to their number in the community. (For example, nearly 
half the emergency relief clients seen by Anglicare Sydney between 2007 and 
2009 were public housing tenants). The reason for this lies in that decision to 
promote alternative kinds of tenure and the subsequent long term policies of 
underfunding and targeting public housing to the most disadvantaged people 
in the community. This means that public housing tenants are now much 
more likely to depend on social security and to have special needs due to ill 
health, mental illness or prior experiences of homelessness. In Tasmania the 
public housing authority restricts its housing to ‘people on low incomes with 
complex and/or multiple needs who cannot access appropriate housing without 

“ One mother we interviewed, on a waiting list for public 
housing, reported that 
her eight-year-old son 
was already attending his 
seventh school”
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assistance’. In addition, the concentration of public housing in particular areas 
has meant that entire neighbourhoods have become dominated by problems of 
disadvantage, unemployment and stigmatisation, with negative consequences 
for tenants. So now public housing tenants live in a residualised housing system 
and due to their poverty and problems even its ‘low’ rents can’t keep them out 
of financial hardship.

Housing and accommodation problems are huge difficulties for people asking 
for support from emergency relief services across Australia, and poor access 
to transport reinforces their disadvantage. Public transport infrastructure in 
many parts of Australia is neglected or non-existent, forcing our dependence 
on private cars. However the cost of registration, and car repairs in particular, 
cause many people to come to emergency relief services. Car repairs are also 
one of the more common reasons people take out short-term, high interest, 
pay-day loans. Of course these problems are particularly acute in regional and 
rural areas but ‘transport disadvantage’ is experienced by people wherever they 
live, especially people with poor health, people with disabilities or families 
raising children with disabilities, disadvantaged job-seekers and young people.

Education, housing, poor public infrastructure—these all impact on people’s 
experience of social exclusion, but at Anglicare Tasmania we find our advocacy 
increasingly being called upon to address problems associated with rapidly 
increasing costs for essential services and the institutionalised disadvantage 
faced by low-income people dealing with companies that deliver these services.

Price hikes by utilities and services are now often accompanied by 
announcements of increases in hardship measures—more vouchers or coupons 
will be made available for those who can’t afford the increases. But shouldn’t 
essential services be affordable for all citizens, including who are living on 
the lowest incomes in the community? Or should we accept a structure and 
charging system for these services that reinforces social exclusion? While few 
of the people coming into emergency relief services for vouchers for electricity, 
water or telephones would be interested in discussing how utilities are governed, 
they are eloquent about whether these services are affordable and whether they 
work well to promote their participation in society.

Whether governments should be able to use essential services to deliver social 
outcomes has been the subject of debate since the 1990s. When privatisation 
of essential services began in Australia in the 1990s, it was thought that the 
higher prices domestic consumers initially experienced would be short term. It 
was believed that ultimately the market would produce efficiencies that would 
lower prices. In the case of government services that had been corporatised 
and turned into government trading enterprises, it was also thought that there 
would be cost savings available to government and revenue flowing to the state, 
in the form of dividends. The Industry Commission even predicted that these 
dividends would be used by government to offset other government taxes or 
charges for the benefit of the consumer. The program of privatisation, which 



6 State of the Family—In from the Edge

included financial services, electricity and gas, transport and communications, 
was one of the largest seen among OECD nations.

From the community’s perspective there is an unsatisfactory conflict between 
private and corporatised companies’ commercial goals and the public interest. 
For many privatised services their commercial prerogatives may mean that they 
don’t necessarily offer a service to certain members of the public, such as those 
who reside at the uncommercial end of the market (people with poor credit 
histories, people with no money, people who live in certain areas).

Nor do corporatised government services—now modelled as government 
trading enterprises—necessarily achieve good social outcomes. The managers of 
these entities have a fiduciary obligation to maximise profits by whatever means 
appropriate but they don’t have comparable obligations in relation to social 
welfare. Governments are in a strange relationship with these corporatised 
entities. They want to maximise the profits from their trading enterprises but 
the effect of higher dividends (achieved through higher costs of their services 
to users) may be detrimental to the community. If this happens the government/
shareholder is expected to step in to provide services to ameliorate the harm 
caused to the community. (That is, harm caused by the enterprise raising 
revenue for the government. It’s a strangely circular cause and effect.)

Community service obligations have become the mechanism to promote the 
social good but there is no guarantee that a community service obligation 
will meet the needs of the community. Governments like community service 
obligations that can be individually identified and costed, and then funded to the 
extent of that costing. They don’t like nebulous goals such as ‘ensuring access’. 
Nor is there any requirement that whatever community service obligation is 
decided upon will be fully funded by the government—even when the failure 
to adequately fund such activities can have a detrimental impact on individuals 
and communities. In my own state there is no legislative requirement that the 
Government fully fund the cost of delivering a community service obligation 
and the complacency of governments faced with increased costs for low 
income consumers has been well demonstrated here. For example, in spite 
of research and service evidence that electricity bills were a major cause of 
financial difficulties for disadvantaged families and a common trigger for people 
to seek help from emergency relief services, over a 12-year period from 1995 to 
2007, no action was taken to protect disadvantaged customers from the difficult 
consequences of increasing electricity costs even though in that period prices 
rose by 54 per cent. This is a particularly disheartening example because access 
to electricity is a social outcome that is relatively easy to quantify. Where the 
social outcome required as a community service obligation is less easily defined 
the attention paid by government is even less.

Perhaps, ultimately, there is a fundamental and not always reconcilable 
difference between public and private interests. Certainly delivering essential 
services through privatised services or government trading enterprises does not 
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work for many disadvantaged Australians. Access to many of these essential 
services and utilities is designed for those who can pay, and those who don’t 
have enough money ration their usage, substitute services, ask for concessions, 
vouchers or payment plans. In many instances people don’t complete the 
payment plans (91 per cent of payment plans with the Tasmanian electricity 
provider fail). Our financial counsellors say the problem with paying off debts 
to utilities is not really the additional back payments; it’s that the customers can’t 
afford the ongoing consumption costs.

The real issue of course for the people using emergency relief services (and 
other disadvantaged people) is that their right to warmth, shelter and to be part 
of the community, is defined and delivered as vouchers and concessions. It is 
not seen as an obligation on the government to ensure the supply of affordable 
warmth, enough water for health and hygiene, or enough access to transport 
or communications to guarantee that people can be a part of their community. 
Instead of being citizens with equal rights, people with less money are being 
made into beggars. The cost of living is biting hard into people living on social 
security payments and the lowest wages in the community. Arguments about 
what we expect from essential services and the accountability we want from 
them will only become more pressing as the cost of living increases due to 
fossil fuel depletion, climate change and our need to reduce greenhouse gases.

And this leads me to my next point, which is that the level of income that the 
poorest people in the community are expected to live on is cruelly inadequate. 
Most of the people using emergency relief services are dependent on social 
security payments. Income levels for people depending on Centrelink are 
well below other incomes in the community and of these, people who are 
in education or training or looking for work are on the lowest incomes of all. 
Currently the basic payment for a young person living independently on the 
Youth Allowance is $188 a week, and a single unemployed person living on 
Newstart Allowance receives $231 per week.

The community sector has been arguing for a long time that social security 
payments are too low, too complicated and too inequitable. Australian income 
support payments are generally lower than those in most OECD countries, and 
they are set at low levels relative to community incomes, especially for single 
people without children. Pensions and allowances are also below, or close to, 
poverty lines used in international poverty research. A significant problem with 
the system is that most payments are not linked to basic living costs and many 
of them are not indexed to wages so they never keep up with improvements 
in standard of living in the community. (Indexing is important: allowances and 
pensions were paid at the same rate in the 1970s, but the lack of indexation 
of allowances has eroded their value so that there is now a significant and 
growing gap between them.) It’s also a very complex system—not just because 
of the differences between pensions and allowances—and it is becoming more, 
not less so.
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For people depending on these payments, there are many frustrations with 
the system. Independent adults on Austudy or Youth Allowance receive $43 a 
week less than adults who are unemployed and living on Newstart Allowance 
even though there is no evidence to suggest that their living costs are any 
different. Single people get 60 per cent of a couple’s income: it’s not clear 
why, certainly research has confirmed that their living costs are higher than 
this. And the ‘welfare to work’ reforms which required sole parents to move 
from the Parenting Payment onto Newstart payments when their youngest child 
turns eight years actually discourage people from seeking work. (The change 
in payment means that their income drops $50 a week, the amount they can 
earn drops and the amount of tax they pay on any part-time wages increases 
from 40 per cent to over 70 per cent. The sole parent moved from Parenting 
Payment to Newstart Allowance therefore not only loses income but also has 
less encouragement to seek work.)

The issue of the low level of payments and the disparities between them has 
been argued through the last two decades. In the early 1990s the Department 
of Social Security commissioned the Social Policy Research Centre (SPRC) at the 
University of New South Wales to explore what an adequate but low-income 
standard of living might look like and how much money would be needed to 
support it. The SPRC developed a low cost budget standard which required 
people to be frugal and manage their resources carefully but would nevertheless 
allow social and economic participation consistent with community standards. 
When the low cost budget standard was compared to actual benefits it revealed 
them to be inadequate to even this frugal standard of living. The point was 
also taken up in many submissions to the 2004 Senate Inquiry into Poverty 
and Financial Hardship; the urgency with which advocates presented these 
arguments is evident even in the committee’s very measured documentation. 
The Committee of Inquiry concluded that social security payments were barely 
adequate and failed to provide people with a reasonable standard of living; 
it recommended that the anomalies between the levels of allowances and 
pensions be removed, that all payments be indexed to wages (to ensure that 
their value was not eroded over time) and that these reforms be completed by 
the following year (ie 2005).

In the past couple of years two opportunities for review of the social security 
system have emerged: the review of the pension system by the Secretary of the 
Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, 
Jeff Harmer, and the review of the Australian taxation system by the Secretary 
of Treasury, Ken Henry. Both of these stated in their documentation that the 
social security system should provide a minimum adequate income in relation 
to the prevailing standards in the community. But the Harmer Review and the 
Government’s response to it were focussed on whether the single pension was 
adequate and effectively excluded from consideration the troublesome social 
security payments (Newstart and Youth Allowances, and Parenting Payment). At 
the time the Federal community services Minister, Jenny Macklin, acknowledged 
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the protests of students, young people and unemployed people at the reforms 
and said that the concerns of these poorest social security recipients would be 
looked at under the wider review of the tax system.

The Henry Review Panel did look beyond pensions and identify other major 
problems with our social security system—even recommending that the gaps 
between the payments be reduced—but Henry’s proposals regarding those 
poorest allowances also didn’t go far enough and the Government’s response 
to the Henry review was very limited.

Governments seem daunted by their concerns about the possible cost of 
the ageing population and a reformed social security system. But ensuring 
people have an adequate income is a sensible expenditure of public funds. 
The consequences of not doing this were demonstrated by research Anglicare 
Tasmania did into the experiences of people with serious mental illness (such as 
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, depression and severe anxiety disorders). The 
participants were people who depended on a range of social security payments 
for their income. The focus groups were conducted over a Tasmanian winter 
and many people had no coats or good jumpers—some didn’t even have shoes. 
Many of them had teeth so decayed that the focus group catering had to be 
soft foods. The people we interviewed reported patterns of insecure housing, 
inadequate food and that they were regularly disconnected from essential 
services. They said that their lack of money caused difficulties in getting in to 
health services. There was no doubt that the effects of poverty exacerbated the 
symptoms of their illness, and often resulted in relapse and re-hospitalisation. 
The Australian Government can’t find funds for increased social security 
payments, but what a price we are already paying, in money and misery.

The argument that social security payments are currently inadequate is an 
important one. Income inadequacy is an unacknowledged cause of so many 
other social problems. If addressed it would be a powerful tool for social change. 
The Australian Government continues to talk about a social inclusion framework 
as a mechanism for addressing inequality and promoting social justice, but there 
are dangers in a social inclusion approach that does not address the simple issue 
of income poverty. The experience of the United Kingdom has shown that if 
financial poverty is not taken into account, a social inclusion framework can 
encourage a view of individuals, parents or communities as deficient in some 
way and responsible for their own exclusion. It can support policy directions 
that are strongly regulatory of people, even punitive (for example, the ’parenting 
orders’ which empowered courts and schools to compel parents to attend a 
parenting program and ‘anti-social behaviour orders’, or ASBOs, a policy which 
targeted anti-social behaviour through increasingly punitive means).

The Australian equivalent is income management: the loss of control of 50–70 
per cent of your income, now being expanded from Indigenous communities 
to a broad range of groups. Jenny Macklin said the goal of this is to ensure 
people don’t spend their money on alcohol or gambling, ‘to foster responsibility 
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and to provide a platform for people to move up and out of welfare 
dependence’. The groups who have been identified as needing this increased 
sense of responsibility are young people who have been on social security 
payments for three of the last six months and who are not in education or 
training, people who have been unemployed for 12 months, people living in 
certain disadvantaged areas, people referred by child protection authorities, or 
anyone fitting into a range of broad categories that might lead to them being 

assessed as ‘vulnerable’ by a 
Centrelink officer. The official 
guidelines defining those who 
can be put under income 
management have included in 
the definition of ‘“vulnerable” 
social security recipients’ those 
who are experiencing financial 
hardship. As the National 

Welfare Rights Network has pointed out, this means nearly every Australian 
dependent on social security payments would potentially come under the 
scheme. Keeping the targeting of income management wonderfully broad works 
well in politics; at one point income management, or even income suspension, 
was mooted by Julia Gillard (then Minister for Education) for the families of 
school students who truant and Tony Abbott has argued that it should be 
extended to all families that fully rely on social security.

Of course there are some vulnerable people in the community who cannot 
exercise autonomy over their finances, such as those experiencing debilitating 
cognitive or psychiatric disorders and there are systems that have evolved 
to support them. Under these guardianship and administration systems the 
decision to remove a citizen’s autonomy is taken by a panel of experts (usually 
more than one decision maker, for accountability and probity) and the decisions 
of these tribunals are subjected to regular reviews, with clients able to have 
legal representation and the support of independent advocates and guardians. 
There is also a clear end point to the removal of rights. These systems are 
designed to ensure the protection of an individual’s interests and preserve their 
right to personal autonomy.2 In contrast, the guidelines put forward for income 
management do not provide a clear framework for making the decision about 
whether a person will have their income quarantined and ensuring alternative 
options are explored, or even a way of assessing whether income management 
would actually benefit the client and their family.

Income management as a policy direction may lose attraction for government. 
Public policy ideas do go in and out, like flares. Many debates occurred in the 
early 20th century about initiatives by Australian governments to distribute 
financial support to poor families. In that era philanthropy tightly controlled the 
distribution of money to the poor, made it contingent upon their ‘proper’ 

“ Many participants had no coats or good jumpers—some didn’t even 
have shoes. Many of them had teeth 
so decayed that the focus group 
catering had to be soft foods ”
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behaviour and used it as a mechanism to reassert the authority of the institutions 
of Church and State. Government payments to the poor were opposed by 
church groups, welfare bodies and groups such as the formidably girdled 
Christian Women’s Temperance Union. Their arguments are oddly familiar to 
modern ears. They said that payments should not be made directly to the poor 
because it created dependency on government money (which insulted the 
independence of poor people), and because 
it was open to abuse, and therefore the 
money should be tightly monitored and 
distributed for the families (by charities like 
them). Among others, it was the early 
feminists of the Australian Labor Party (ALP) 
who fought in support of allowances being 
paid directly to families in cash. They 
argued that poverty was the result of social 
injustice, not the personal failings of the 
poor and that social security was a right that 
needed to be codified. They asked why financial support to the poor only 
created dependency when given equally and directly, as a right by government 
but apparently not when distributed by a mediating organisation as an act of 
charity. And then, perhaps, they challenged the heart of the matter, when they 
asked whether people opposed social security payments paid directly to poor 
people simply because they liked the power that controlling the payments gave 
them to interrogate poor people and order their lives. That question is still worth 
asking.

It would be a nice historical twist if today it were the churches, charities and 
welfare groups who are carrying forward these arguments against income 
management, against the women of the ALP—Jenny Macklin and Julia 
Gillard—as well as the Opposition. But in truth the welfare sector is divided on 
these issues. Listening to debates about income management within my own 
workplace, it seems that it offers an attractively simple answer to workers who 
are dealing daily with complicated, chaotic and long-standing problems. Even 
so, few wish to see compulsory income management for any of their clients.

In discussions about the income management system it has been pointed out 
that the Australian state has always made the distribution of financial support 
conditional upon certain requirements. It is also true that at different times, 
including the present, it has been seen as a useful way of compelling certain 
‘more normal’ behaviours from social security recipients. Behavioural theory is 
increasingly being applied to achieve public policy goals, from reducing obesity 
to promoting environmental sustainability. But is it reasonable for government 
support to be tied to notions of behavioural change?

Normally governments attempt to influence our behaviour by using incentives, 
communications strategies or through information provision. What is 

“ Government payments to the poor were opposed by church groups, 
welfare bodies and groups 
such as the formidably girdled 
Christian Women’s Temperance 
Union. Their arguments are oddly 
familiar to modern ears ”
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controversial about income management is that rather than using information 
or incentives to promote personal responsibility, it is coercive. It is also based 
on negative assumptions: that individuals on certain social security payments 
are prone to purchase alcohol, cigarettes and/or pornography; that they do 
not exercise an adult level of responsibility, particularly around children; that 
these individuals are concentrated in particular communities and that their 
behaviour can be changed towards more ‘appropriate’ standards by removing 
a level of their personal autonomy. These assumptions, which would be readily 
identifiable to the Christian Women’s Temperance Union, buy into old notions 
of the ‘undeserving poor’, Marx’s lumpenproletariat or the ‘moral underclass’, 
a term strongly associated with neo-conservatism. As the British sociologist 
Ruth Levitas has pointed out, the policy implications of this focus are ‘not the 
extension of citizenship rights, but their greater conditionality, reduction, or 
removal’. Behavioural approaches also presume one standard of behaviour to 
which everyone has to adapt and it can be a dangerously ‘dominant culture’ 
standard. It has been pointed out that UK, for example, benefits became linked 
to ‘good parenting’ standards, which in turn became associated with being 
married and employed.

The Australian state, like others, has a long history of asserting itself over the 
lives of poor people and demanding certain behaviours of them, but that 
conditionality has also always been contested, particularly if it has been felt to 
be unfair, demeaning or coercive. For example, during the Great Depression, the 
susso (the dole) was initially delivered as tickets for food relief that could only be 
redeemed at certain shops but there were marches and demonstrations until this 
was changed. Long-standing resentments existed toward the conditions placed 
on proving you were good parents in order to qualify for financial support. Tom 
Uren, who went on to be a long-serving Federal Labor MP and Minister in the 
Whitlam Government, described how, during his poverty-stricken childhood, 
his mother had to go before the ‘“nice people” of the community’ to see 
‘whether they were worthy of charity’. He wrote years later, ‘That abhorrence 
of conservative attitudes towards the poor and their need for welfare was 
something my mother transferred to me, and it has never left me’. And two 
recent examples are: the Independent Review of Breaches and Penalties in 
the Social Security System (and the number of people who made submissions 
to it protesting at the ‘arbitrary, unfair and excessively harsh penalties’ being 
imposed by the social security system in the name of conditionality), and the 
individual protests made daily, such as the man (recounted in an Anglicare 
Tasmania research report) who felt humiliated by Centrelink and ‘eyed down’ 
the Centrelink officer, saying ‘You know what? I’m going to do my best to get 
your job and put you where I am right now, because you have made me feel 
so small.’ That there is a story of dissent is a simple point but an important one, 
because without it the history of conditional social welfare payments is just the 
history of those who set the conditions.
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And while it is true that the Australian state has always made welfare payments 
conditional upon certain behaviours, it is also true that the welfare sector has 
long committed itself to promoting the empowerment of disadvantaged people, 
encouraging personal responsibility and promoting equity through supporting 
choice and opportunity. We have also consistently argued that the framework of 
conditionality creates obligations on the state to invest in services, in education 
and training and in assistance to jobseekers. History also suggests that coercion 
does not work to change values, beliefs and behaviour in the long term. I’m 
reminded of a song my mother used to sing.

Well the strangers came and tried to teach us their ways, 
They scorned at us for being what we are, 
But they may as well have tried to catch a moonbeam, 
Or light a penny candle from a star.

So I’ll take my stand with the people who are arguing against income 
management. They have pointed out that there is a lack of empirical evidence 
that the policy actually works to improve outcomes for children or communities, 
that it is no response to the complex and entrenched problems of poverty and 
that the social security system is not the appropriate system to use to try to 
force people to change their behaviour. It also seems that the level of reporting 
on welfare recipients’ lives that will be required to ascertain whether they are 
behaving appropriately enough to be given management of all their money 
(this will include reporting on ‘indicators’ like whether you took your child 
to playgroup) is a step too far towards surveillance. That this policy direction 
is driven by ideology rather than evidence is clear when the expense of its 
implementation is revealed and compared to the much meaner investment 
being made in helping people find jobs.

My friend with the power bill could find control of his income taken away. 
He doesn’t drink alcohol, he doesn’t gamble and we don’t need to teach him 
budgeting but he has been unemployed for 52 of the past 102 weeks, so he 
may need to ask for an exemption and prove that he is an appropriate parent. 
Tony Abbott says a ‘fair dinkum’ parent wouldn’t mind being put through this 
process. I would mind. I wonder if my friend will mind. He once told me a story 
about when the refugee camp in central Sudan flooded. He put his children 
on to a cart and then he and his wife tied themselves to the cart and the cart 
to a tree and stood up to their waists in water. For two days and two nights 
they stood holding a piece of plastic over the children and watching them to 
make sure they didn’t slip off into the water. ‘The children scared. They crying. 
They say, “Dad! Dad!”’ I suspect that even if he minds, he won’t risk telling the 
Centrelink officer: he has always done what he has to for his children. I hope 
the ‘“nice people” of the community’, who decide whether he can have an 
exemption, will respect his love and courage. I hope that his children won’t 
see him shamed.
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It may be that we only have a window of opportunity to address the big 
problems that confront us and to make the massive investment in infrastructure, 
housing and education that we need. At a recent talk in Hobart the Nobel 
Laureate for Economics, Joseph Stiglitz, was asked for his assessment of the 
Australian economy’s apparent resilience. He pointed out that this was 
predicated on a rapid sale and depletion of our assets and expressed his hope 
that our governments were using the prosperity this was giving us to invest 
wisely and deeply in infrastructure and people. The experiences of Australia’s 
emergency relief clients would suggest not. They show the consequences of a 
society in which housing, education and infrastructure are rationed and 
underfunded. They show the unintended consequences of the program of 
privatisation, pursued throughout the 1990s, for the poorest customers, many 
of whom are effectively excluded from the market place. Their experiences 
show the consequences of giving people, who are on the fringes of the 
workforce (because they are ill, or young, or caring for family members), 
inadequate incomes to purchase the essentials of life—in a society in which all 
the essentials are commodities which must be bought. They expose the impact 
of government ideology, which concedes social security payments are 
inadequate but then says the answer to this problem lies in the make-up of the 
people who have to live on them.

Social exclusion. Deprivation. Hardship. 
Poverty. Sometimes the meaning of these 
words gets drowned in a soup of jargon 
and we forget their original power. It 
takes the smell of rising damp and poor 
ventilation, of sweat and anxiety, and of 
musty op shops to start to understand 
them. But it is the stories of people’s lives, 
telling us what it feels like to miss out, to 
be left out, to have your best skills and 
impulses blocked by your circumstances, 
explaining what it takes to keep going 
when lives are bleak and difficult, stories 
of hard work and domestic courage—it 

is these stories that make us understand and long for something different. We 
know that nothing comes for nothing and that social transformation will cost us 
something. Let’s do it anyway. The climate is changing and the era of fossil fuels 
is ending. We’re facing big risks. Let’s assert ourselves, let’s insist on good and 
right behaviour and in the words of the Tasmanian poet, Pete Hay, let’s ‘pitch 
with good cheer for the last and best chance’.

“ Social exclusion. Deprivation. Hardship. Poverty. Sometimes 
the meaning of these words gets 
drowned in a soup of jargon and 
we forget their original power. 
It takes the smell of rising damp 
and poor ventilation, of sweat and 
anxiety, and of musty op-shops to 
start to understand them ”
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Endnotes
1. In Tasmania the delivery of this service is through a government trading 

enterprise. Ironically, access to this for people who wish to make use 
of this service voluntarily is limited by high fees and charges which are 
imposed as a result of inadequate State Government funding for the 
community service obligation.

2. Some initiatives have begun to address the shortfalls of the system, for 
example some organisations are reshaping Emergency Relief services to 
include case management, individual client advocacy and referral.
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A firm footing or 
falling between 
the cracks

LYNNE GRAHAM, Samaritans Foundation, takes a look 
at the X Factors. What it is that helps and hinders young 

people on their path to becoming adults and why do we 
let so many slip away?

Have you ever wondered why it is some young people ‘make it’ and others 
don’t? Is it like the television show, X Factor, where a young person has that 
‘it factor’ or ‘wow factor’ that ensures they progress through life and succeed? 
Having spent time listening to young people tell their stories I am of the opinion 
that not all young people have equal opportunity and indeed many are starting 
behind the blocks in their race to adulthood and independence.

The life experiences of young people have changed significantly over the last 
20 years. Australia has seen unprecedented economic prosperity and relatively 
low levels of unemployment. If we were to draw a profile of the average young 
person they live in a major city, have access to education to year 12 and tertiary 
education from TAFE / university, have sufficient money to enjoy a degree of 
independence, have access to technology such as mobile phone and web based 
social networks, enjoy good health, know where their next meal is coming from, 
and live at home supported by parents, one of whom works.

However, another, relatively small cohort of Australian youth, for a number of 
reasons, does not fit this very general demographic. These young people are, 
or have the potential to become, marginalised. They can be relatively invisible 
to mainstream members of society, or if they are visible it is because of their 
difference. They are a statistic—such as the number who are homeless—or they 
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are the headline in local newspapers because of their poor behaviour. The 
public and media view of these marginalised young people is often negative, 
with no discussion of how social policies, often unintentionally, contribute to 
their poor outcomes.

The story I have seen unfold many times is one of 
disadvantage leading to disengagement and poor life 
outcomes. Disengagement can come about through 
poor education, unemployment, low incomes, 
homelessness, mental health issues, involvement in 

the criminal justice system and family dysfunction and breakdown. How is it in 
2010 that we are blind to factors that cause lifelong disadvantage?

We have all heard many of the elders in our community reflect on their younger 
years; ‘in my day we didn’t have or wouldn’t have done that’. Young people 
today grow up in a much more complex society. Many factors that influence 
young people now did not exist when our parents and grandparents were 
growing up. Some of these factors are discussed below.

The availability and increased use of technology, both internet and mobile 
phones, provide risks and opportunities for young people. Access to information 
and ease of communication are clearly benefits. However the technology era 
brings risks such as cyber-bullying. Its insidious nature means the family home 
is no longer a guaranteed safe place. Students are accessible to others 24 hours 
a day by text messages or internet. Students in remote areas and those who 
cannot afford mobile phones or internet access risk isolation from their peers.

Demographic and social changes in the last three decades have resulted in 
more diverse and complex family structures. More couples are cohabiting and 
the number of stepfamilies is growing fast. Young people now have a higher 
probability of experiencing parental separation, having a lone parent, or being 
part of a stepfamily, than was once the case.

An increasingly deregulated and unstable labour market has resulted in 
increased casual, part-time and short-term employment opportunities. 
These changes reflect greater job insecurity. Young people most at risk of 
unemployment are characterised by one or more of the following circumstances; 
they are from low socioeconomic backgrounds, have left school early, have low 
levels of literacy and numeracy, are from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds, are Indigenous, live with one or more unemployed persons and/
or live in a rural or regional area.

Many young people become disengaged from family, friends, school, and 
community. The impact of disengagement and exclusion is clear. Young people 
are at increased risk of long-term unemployment, chronic alcohol and drug use, 
homelessness, mental illness suicide and poverty (see text box). The subsequent 
social, health and mental health problems experienced by young people impact 
significantly on the broader community with increased health, justice and 
welfare system expenditure and lower social cohesion (Burns et al, 2008, p.7).

“ How is it in 2010 that we are blind to factors that cause 
lifelong disadvantage? ”
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Sue is 17 years of age and has been living away from home for two years, having 
left her family home due to conflict and violence with parents and physical assault 
between siblings. In the past two years Sue has lived a typically transient lifestyle, 
residing in crisis accommodation, various boarding arrangements and in an 
accommodation program to assist young people who are homeless and in need 
of specialist support. Sue has lived independently in a small unit as well as with a 
number of friends in their accommodation and in squats.

Over the past two years Sue has engaged in self-harming behaviour and been 
violent and aggressive towards peers, herself and family, which has on occasion 
resulted in ‘cautions’ from the legal system. Sue has also engaged in petty theft, 
auto-theft and ‘break and enters’, all resulting in legal ‘cautions’. Sue uses alcohol, 
marijuana and amphetamines and has been diagnosed with depression resulting 
in anti-depressants being prescribed (Mission Australia, 2005).

Young people face barriers to achieving their life aspirations, social inclusion 
and economic stability. These may include participation in education and 
employment, homelessness, drug and alcohol issues, family dysfunction, 
juvenile justice, poverty and mental health problems. As indicated in Flanagan’s 
essay ‘trouble rarely travels alone’. Many young people are dealing with a 
number of problems at any one time. Poor access 
to education, housing, employment, family and 
social networks can lead to a young persons’ 
resources—both internally and externally—
evaporating and to a sense of hopelessness.

Education is one of the most important dimensions of young people’s lives. It 
provides the platform on which their individual future pathway and aspirations 
can be achieved. For many, the opportunities that arise from a good education 
are not available or never realised. There are many reasons for this.

Financial pressure influences a young person’s engagement with education. 
The costs of multiple uniforms, trips, fees and supplies can be an impossible 
burden for some families. Tertiary education can be impossible for without 
family to support living and educational expenses. Earning sufficient money to 
live independently will often negate transport assistance and living away from 
home allowance.

Students who have learning difficulties may find it difficult to learn, concentrate 
and maintain commitment, resulting sometimes in years of frustration, 
disappointment and underachievement. This leads some to challenging 
behaviour in the classroom, bullying or being a victim of bullying, increasing 
the risk of suspension, isolation and being ostracised from the peer group. Once 
in high school without a diagnosis, there is a greatly reduced opportunity for a 
young person to achieve what government policy aims for: remaining at school 
until year 12 or being employed.

“ Many young people are dealing with a number of 
problems at any one time ”
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Mental illness may significantly influence the capacity of an individual to 
remain at school.

Family dysfunction that manifests as domestic violence, parental substance 
abuse, poor parental supervision and a lack of appropriate discipline ultimately 
affect a young person’s capacity to remain engaged in the school system. 
Poor role modelling, stress and little or no boundaries are not to the benefit 
of impressionable young people.

A well-established relationship exists between leaving school early and poverty. 
A 2004 study highlighted 21 per cent of young men and 59 per cent of young 
women who left school in year 9 were unemployed seven years later. (Mission 
Australia, 2004).

What is the future for these young people? The impacts of poverty are both 
short and long term. Intergenerational poverty is now part of the social fabric of 
Australian society. Children and young people living in poverty are more likely 
to experience adult poverty with a huge cost to them and to society generally.

‘If you are wealthy and well educated opportunities are given to you, you 
don’t have to work for the opportunities as much than if you were poor or 
uneducated or from a poorer socio-economic area’ (Female, 19).

Recent changes to the school leaving age in NSW introduced on 1 January, 2010, 
require all students to complete Year 10. In addition, if a student’s age is 
below 17 and they want to leave school after Year 10, they will need to be in 
vocational training, an apprenticeship or paid employment for an average of 
at least 25 hours per week. For some students this policy change will further 
disengage and marginalise them from their community and school. For those 
young people—‘made’ to stay at school—there is the possibility that they will 
‘act out’ resulting in suspension and other difficulties.

Suspending troubled students has the potential to compound existing problems 
and result in new ones. Education authorities rarely provide options for students 
refused school admittance. Students may end up home alone unsupervised and 
vulnerable to trouble: more likely to engage in inappropriate behaviour, fights, 
drugs and theft. Having listened to the stories of many young people I am of 
the opinion that suspended students are the least likely to have the personal or 
family capacity to help themselves out of their difficulties. They need school 
and adult support.

Young people who fall through the education cracks are disadvantaged. Their 
future employment choices are limited; their pathway to adulthood more 
difficult. This disadvantage leads to disengagement and can affect many other 
areas of their life. The cost to them personally and to society as a whole can 
be significant. If you are unable to achieve at school, even if the measure of 
success is only to complete school, what hope is there for a successful and 
fulfilling future?
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Early school leavers, those from a low socioeconomic background or living 
in a low socioeconomic area, those who have low levels of literacy and 
numeracy, those from non-English speaking backgrounds, Indigenous youth 
and those living with at least one other unemployed person are at greatest 
risk of unemployment. The factor linking these ‘at risk’ youth is usually early 
school-leaving.

So, if we know that education is the platform for the future how do we ensure 
that young people remain engaged and supported? School should not be 
one-size-fits-all. The student who needs extra support to learn should be given 
that support. As the first essay in this publication makes the point: this is a simple 
issue of funding a 21st century school system in the 21st century.

Finding a job and earning an income is a significant right of passage into the 
adult world. For many young people this is a seamless part of their lifelong 
journey, however for others this is a problematic area of their life. Living without 
employment leads to reliance on subsistence welfare income or poverty.

Intergenerational poverty is becoming a growing reality for a significant number 
of Australian families. It is important for young people entering the labour 
market to avoid unemployment, as evidence suggests that initial experiences 
of unemployment reduce the chances of subsequent full-time work—a 
phenomenon referred to as the ‘scarring effect’ of unemployment (Marks, 2005, 
pp. 363–85).

Many studies show correlations between unemployment and low 
life satisfaction, low self-esteem, and high levels of anxiety, depression and 
suicide. An Australian longitudinal study into the mental health of unemployed 
youth, found that the majority of unemployed youth with psychological 
problems did not suffer from these problems prior to unemployment. Another 
Australian study found youth who became unemployed after leaving school 
suffered from greater unhappiness, boredom, anger with society, loneliness and 
helplessness than employed school leavers (Muir et al, 2003).

Lifelong disadvantage can be tied to unemployment. Without a job, young 
people become voiceless and invisible. What is there to hope for if money is 
scarce and opportunity limited?

Yet I am critical of employment schemes that seek to place young people in 
employment but fail to recognise that not all young people are ready. For many 
middle-class Australians it is hard to comprehend that for some, being job ready 
and what this involves, is a mystery.

Career advice, work experience and vocational education can all play a role 
in assisting young people to move from education into work. The concept of 
being job ready is fundamental to achieving employment. Skills and abilities for 
job readiness can be learned.

A number of ingredients create the recipe for job readiness, and as for any good 
cake, without all the ingredients, success is unlikely.

“ Without a job, young people become 
voiceless and invisible. What is 
there to hope for if money is scarce 
and opportunity limited?”
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Recipe for job readiness
The young person needs to achieve a level of literacy that enables them to 
undertake required functions such as filling out appropriate forms, reading 
instructions and writing letters of application.

Adequate personal care and hygiene and being aware of how to present 
to potential employers are important capacities as well as access to essential 
equipment, uniforms or suitable attire for their chosen position.

The young person needs to be ready to make an employment commitment; to 
be on time and present for allocated shift/duties.

Sufficient self esteem and confidence are vital to helping the young person 
through new and unfamiliar situations as are adequate support at home, to 
assist them succeed in the employment role, and the capacity to physically get 
to the place of employment either by public or private transport.

Employment leads to economic independence from the state and family. 
However a disturbingly high number of people in Australia are living in poverty 

and not enjoying economic or social wellbeing. 
This is particularly true for many young Australians. 
Poverty is not just about being unable to buy things; 
it is also about being unable to participate fully in 
society. The impacts of poverty result in higher 
expenditure on health, social welfare, education 
and the criminal justice system as well as lost 
opportunity to the economy as young people do 
not meet their full potential.

The link between inadequate education, unemployment and loss of income 
brings some young people to find themselves homeless. On any night there are 
almost 100,000 Australians who are homeless. Nearly half of this group are aged 
less than 25 years of age with young people aged 12–18 making up a quarter of 
all those who are homeless (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 2003).

Homelessness is a complex issue and current research is focused on why some 
people are able to exit from the homeless population quickly, whereas others 
are homeless for a sustained period. While policy makers have tended to think 
of homelessness as a continuous experience, data from overseas and Australia 
suggest that a growing number of people move in and out of homelessness over 
time. Research also indicates that in order to achieve a sustained pathway out 
of homelessness people need to be able to link their past situation with where 
they find themselves currently. The social identity they attach to homelessness 
and how long they had been homeless will also impact on their pathway out 
of homelessness.

“ Poverty is not just about being unable to buy things; 
it is also about being 
unable to participate fully 
in society ”
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Research (Johnson et al, 2008) also highlights the importance of identifying 
the pathway into homelessness as the first point of establishing a pathway out 
of homelessness. The research found five typical pathways into homelessness: 
through domestic violence, a housing crisis, mental health problems, substance 
use, and as a consequence of having their first experience of homelessness 
before turning 18 years old. Understanding and tailoring interventions to 
deal with these characteristic pathways is fundamental to finding sustainable 
pathways out of homelessness.

Young people who are at risk of homelessness are often dealing with a complex 
range of issues that extend beyond their need for secure housing. These can 
include family breakdown or violence, mental health and substance abuse. 
Listening to the reasons young people give for their homelessness it is clear 
that it is never due to just one factor. However, central to all stories that I have 
heard is a story about family.

Their stories are all different. Some can bring you to tears due to the neglect 
and violence young people experience. Others make you frustrated when a 
suitable home for a young person is identified but due to family dysfunction it 
is not possible at that point in time.

While the ideal is for children to be raised in a home with loving parents and 
an extended network of adults providing love and support, this is not every 
young person’s experience. Parental divorce disrupts the lives of nearly one 
in five young Australians under the age of 20; often with long-term social and 
economic disadvantages. Evidence suggests children living in sole-mother 
households fail to reach the educational and occupational levels of children 
reared in two-parent families (OECD, in Funder & Kinsella, 1991, p. 20). It is 
unclear, the extent to which disadvantage is due to changes in family structure 
or reduction in resources available to the child. The effects of both are complex 
and likely to become apparent only in the years following parental separation.

It’s important to understand the limitations of research into impacts of separation 
and divorce. By definition, virtually all children of divorce are from unhappy 
families; meanwhile, children whose parents never divorced are from some 
mix of happy and unhappy families. Comparison of life outcomes or wellbeing 
will always show poorer outcomes for the group that is composed of children 
of unhappy families.

At a time when young people need support and understanding, the adults in 
their life may be caught up in fighting or trying to deal with their own grief. 
Effects of family breakdown are different for everyone. Young people may 
experience a number of responses.

Insecurity—even in families where the parents’ relationship was violent and 
unhappy, young people may grieve the loss of familiar and predictable family 
life-style. Every member of the family is suddenly faced with uncertainty.
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High levels of anxiety can cause disrupted sleep, loss of appetite, overeating, 
low concentration, forgetfulness, nightmares and clumsiness.

Young people may feel torn between their parents. Alternately they may want 
to blame one particular person for the breakdown. Their anger may be directed 
at one person, while all others are seen as ‘innocent victims’.

The young person may have to face pressures associated with changed living 
arrangements—moving house, moving away from friends, reduced household 
income.

The young person may also have to deal with their single parents seeking new 
partners and potentially living with them and their children (and dealing with 
a fear of becoming part of a blended family).

Although the focus here has been on family breakdown the impact that poor 
parenting practice has on the developing young person cannot be understated. 
Parents who demonstrate domestic violence, substance abuse or have mental 
health issues fail to provide the stable family home and effective role modelling 
that is fundamental to supporting young people to adulthood. If our children 
are to reach their maximum potential the effort starts at the home; where hope 
is built and nurtured, where there is respite from the rest of the world and where 
safety and love is the cornerstone.

The message here is that family breakdown and family 
dysfunction have a price. Young people need to be 
adequately supported to deal effectively with the situation 
and avoid consequences such as disengagement from 
family and friends, early school leaving, homelessness and 
risk-taking behaviours.

Young people are driven to use drugs for many reasons: each young person 
has an individual story. Experimentation may be relatively short-lived for some, 
while for others it becomes a regular part of life.

There are a few common reasons among young users of substances, both legal 
and illegal. Some young people use alcohol and drugs as a defence mechanism; 
to ease the trauma and pain of unsatisfactory relationships or physical and 
emotional abuse.

Life Circumstance—problems at home, school, or work can lead to alcohol 
and drug use as a solution, a stimulant or relaxant, an escape or form of solace.

The environment that young people live in is crucial too. Many communities 
experience multiple deprivation with local services that are fractured and poorly 
resourced. However, alcohol and drug use is certainly not restricted to areas of 
urban deprivation. Media stories of expulsions from private schools and drug 
use in rural areas show illicit drug use is an aspect of our society irrespective 
of socioeconomic status.

“ Family breakdown and family dysfunction 
have a price ”
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The social circle and peer pressure young people experience are important 
factors in the habits they adopt. Young-people may somehow feel inferior or 
‘not cool enough’ compared to peers using substances.

Young people commonly take drugs to feel good, to have fun. Drug use 
becomes associated with their self-image and self-esteem.

Most young people are naturally curious and want to experiment with different 
experiences. One-off experimentation can lead to ongoing use.

Much of the literature around the use of drugs 
and alcohol focuses on the individual and the 
precipitating life factors, health risks and crises 
rather than the pleasure of drug use. Young 
people’s experience of drug and alcohol use and 
the pleasure it gives them is often overlooked 
and de-emphasised. In a policy environment that seeks to minimise harm and 
actively discourages use, the personal pleasure factor has been largely ignored 
as an indicator of use.

I don’t know why I take drugs…I think it might be self confidence, yeah, 
and I’m much more confident and much more happier and do a lot 
more things on drugs. Or, (I) feel like I don’t have to do so much on drugs. 
It’s not so much, like, I have to do this I have to do that you know. 
(May, 19 years).

Despite legislation, children and teenagers have no problems obtaining alcohol 
and tobacco. Companies market alcoholic drinks specifically to them. Friends 
and family supply it. Pubs are refurbished with young people in mind. The 
general acceptance of alcohol and tobacco is maintained through sports 
sponsorship, promotions and other marketing strategies. As a society we need 
to understand that this sends an implicit message to young people that it is okay 
to experiment. Is this really what we want?

So far we have discussed some of the structural disadvantage that young 
people experience such as poor education, unemployment, homelessness and 
substance abuse. These factors would be enough for any person to lose hope, 
can it get any harder? I am sorry to say yes. Imagine if you made a 10 second 
decision that affected the rest of your life. Imagine being caught up in the 
criminal justice system.

Across Australia, children and young people are deemed to have criminal 
responsibility from the age of 10, which is the youngest age a person may enter 
the criminal justice system. Options for justice interventions include detention 
and community based supervision such as a community service order. How 
is it that a 10 year old can be committing a crime? What is happening in their 
circumstance that has bought them to this point?

Once again we find ourselves in discourse about the pressure that a poor 
financial situation places on an individual. The lack of hope resulting from 

“ The personal pleasure factor has been largely 
ignored as an indicator 
of use ”
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unemployment and the negative impact of substance abuse are big-ticket items. 
Once again the role of the parent can not be understated. You can ask yourself 
shouldn’t 10 year olds have adequate supervision and direction?

Recent research highlights that illegal behaviours are strongly linked to 
marginalisation or disengagement. Juvenile crime is often associated with 
survival, particularly those individuals with the least access to financial supports. 
Crime is also used to secure acceptance and express resentment. A lack of 
parental supervision and involvement, peer influences, unemployment and 
substance abuse are all high risk factors. (Muir et al 2009, p. 78)

In 2006–2007 a total of 12,656 young people were under juvenile justice 
supervision in Australia. Of these, 10,675 were aged 10–17 years. Five out of 
every 1,000 young people aged 10–17 years were under supervision at some 
time during the year. The breakdown of this statistic highlights that the rate of 
females under juvenile justice supervision is much lower than that of males.

The most alarming statistic relates to the over representation of Indigenous 
young people under justice supervision. Of the total individuals, 36 per cent are 
Indigenous. This figure is particularly telling given that Indigenous young people 
account for 3.6 per cent of all 15–19 year olds and 2.8 per cent of all young 
people aged 20–24 years. A key question needs to be asked: what is happening 
to our Indigenous young people? How is it that our society can accept such 
disproportionate statistics?

I will never forget the night that I was called to a crisis refuge. I was requested 
to go to the local police station—the ‘lock-up’—and sign one of our young 
people out so they could come back to the refuge for the night. I had never 
been to a gaol. I was struck by the cold, austere environment. Sitting in the cell 
was a young man. He looked so very young and scared. Paperwork attended 
to and in the car on the way home I had to ask the question: what was he 
thinking? His answer was that he didn’t. He hadn’t thought about the outcome 
of his actions.

How do we prevent this happening? Many young people find themselves 
in trouble after making poor judgements and decisions. Often in situations 
where they have not thought through their response or actions. Many have 

no point of reference. We need to make 
space at critical times during development 
to have conversations about what a good 
man or woman would do in this or that 
circumstance. I don’t think that this should 
be left to parents alone but should be a 
structured part of the education curriculum. 

Let’s focus on supporting a discourse that names the issues and provides an 
alternative script for young people. Lets offer them the opportunity to practice 
responses and program alternative choices so that when the situation arises they 
have choices already thought through.

“ Let’s focus on supporting a discourse that names the issues 
and provides an alternative 
script for young people”
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No discussion of young people can be complete without mentioning mental 
health. Good mental health means that young people remain engaged with 
family and friends; have the capacity to establish and maintain relationships; 
and have developed resilience to cope with adversity, change and normal life 
stressors.

Mental health problems are defined as the absence of emotional and social 
wellbeing. Mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety or psychosis, are 
conditions with recognised and treatable symptoms, duration and impacts, just 
as kidney disease, heart failure or diabetes have. Mental health problems in 
young people are often associated with other physical, social and emotional 
problems such as substance abuse, social and/or school exclusion, same sex 
attraction, homelessness, unemployment and lack of social supports.

One in four young people will experience a mental disorder and one in three 
experience high levels of psychological distress. Many young people will be 
affected by mental health, whether or not they have a diagnosed disorder (ABS, 
2007). Overall, 40 per cent of young people experience a mental disorder at 
some point in their lives: an unprecedented level, not faced by any generation 
before.

The issue of mental health is a complex one. Prevention, early detection and 
appropriate interventions are key to supporting our young people through their 
most troubling times. However young people are reticent to take up the services 
and programs that offer support. Young people may be more vulnerable to 
the usual barriers to seeking help such as cost, transport difficulties, stigma, 
concerns over treatment, diagnosis and privacy and more likely to be concerned 
with what others think and too embarrassed to seek support.

These data, coupled with the young person’s reticence to access help and 
support shows the need for sound educational campaigns around mental health 
and help-seeking, including how young people may assist one another.

So, I have shared my views about what I think are some of the key issues that 
lead to young people’s disadvantage and disengagement. However I think it is 
only fair that I share with you what young people themselves are saying. Mission 
Australia has conducted research into the key issues identified by young people.

The ‘National Survey of Young Australians 2009’ (Mission Australia, 2009) 
provides an insight into what young people value and what they are concerned 
about. More than 47,700 young people aged 11 to 24 participated in the 
national survey.

As in previous years, the top two items valued by young people were family 
relationships and friendships. This was the case for both genders and all age 
groups. Nationally, about three quarters of respondents highly valued family 
relationships, and about 60 per cent highly valued friendships. Being 
independent along with physical and mental health were each highly valued 
by about a third of respondents nationally. Young adults aged over 19 years were 
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much more likely than those aged 11 to 19 to highly value financial security 
while males were more likely than females to highly value getting a job.

The top three issues of concern for respondents 
nationally were drugs, suicide and body image, with 
just over a quarter of young people identifying each of 
them as major concerns.

The qualitative responses indicate that young people 
clearly identify links between various issues that affect 
them and this provides a clear guiding principle to 
inform government, community and other initiatives 
aimed at enhancing the wellbeing of young people. 
Efforts to support young people must be holistic—
whether this is at home, at school, in the workplace 
or through other more formal health, community and 
employment services.

A number of priority issues emerged from this year’s 
survey and these are discussed below. Chief among them is the importance of 
family. Family conflict can have a deep impact on young people, and consistent 
concern about this issue across the age groups and genders echoes the high 
value most young people place on family relationships. Skilling up parents, 
other family members and friends to openly communicate with young people, 
including through times of family stress and change, is critical. Early intervention 
strategies that work to avoid conflict escalating are also important.

The level of concern regarding drugs appears to reflect young people’s concern 
about the potential negative impact of drugs on themselves, friends, family 
and the broader community. The degree and nature of concern about this 
issue expressed by 11 to 14 year olds suggests the need to review current 
drug education campaigns to ensure that they are evidence based; that they 
equip young people with the skills to effectively deal with the issue, and help 
keep young people safe and healthy, if and when they come across drugs. 
Young people need to be able to apply the knowledge they learn through such 
programs in the specific social contexts in which they mix—providing them 
with information alone will not be sufficient.

A number of concerns relate to mental health, such as suicide, coping with 
stress and depression. Young people are particularly impacted by mental 
health issues, with over 75 per cent of mental illnesses beginning between 15 
and 25 years of age. Early intervention, including supporting those to whom 
young people are most likely to turn when they have a problem—friends, family 
friends, parents and other relatives—is critical. The ongoing development of 
integrated and youth-friendly mental health services is also required.

“ The top three issues of concern for young 
people nationally were 
drugs, suicide and body 
image, with just over 
a quarter identifying 
them as major 
concerns.”—from National Survey of 
   Young Australians 2009
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Qualitative responses to the survey also indicate that young people’s concerns 
about financial security may reflect the early impact of the global financial 
crisis, but they also indicate both the financial struggles some young people 
experience in the transition to adulthood as well as the personal burden they 
take on when their family is struggling. This is especially true for young adults, 
a quarter of whom indicated that financial security was highly valued.

A report on broad indicators of health and wellbeing presents an overall positive 
picture of our young people (Muir et al, 2009). While the report shows that 
young people are mostly healthy, happy and productive there are still many 
falling through the cracks. It is these young people that the Anglicare network 
across Australia work with and it is their voices that we hear and represent. 
The supports we provide and how we provide them will influence their future 
journeys.

When young people are valued for what they contribute in the present and 
when exclusionary processes are challenged, the benefits to the individual and 
society are clear. Young people who feel connected, have opportunities to 
participate in meaningful activities, are included in decision making and feel 
safe and secure in supportive environments report better physical and mental 
health. As a result they are more likely to be engaged in schooling, family life, 
positive peer relationships, civic activities, employment and contribute to the 
shaping and building of better communities (Burns et al, 2008, p. 7).

So where does this leave us? In my opinion the essentials shaping the ‘X factor’ 
in young people start in the family home at a very young age. The value of 
effective, consistent, supportive and loving parents can not be understated. To 
date a number of government funded initiatives have supported this concept. In 
NSW, the Brighter Futures program targets families at risk with young children. It 
provides a range of supportive interventions such as parenting programs, access 
to quality childcare and sustainable home visiting. Investment in young parents 
to provide early interventions for families may make a real difference but it will 
take a generation before we know.

The foyer model, which some of our Anglicare colleagues are investing in, 
offers options for those young people still able to engage with educational or 
vocational training. However there remains a cohort of young people for whom 
this model will never be appropriate. This group of young people will continue 
to fall through the cracks.

We don’t yet have strategy for those young people who are already excluded 
from the world of work and education. As hard as we may try, they remain on 
the periphery of the community. Yes, there are a plethora of funded service 
intervention options however access to these options are based on geography 
and service capacity. Wouldn’t it be better if we had adequately resourced early 
intervention options; if we had the vision that one day in the future the concept 
of ‘youth services’ would no longer be required?
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A journey between 
sand and concrete: 
bringing the black into white

Beginning with her mob, JOSEY HANSEN (DJIDI DJIDI), 
takes us on a poignant journey—her journey bringing 

black into white with Anglicare WA. She shows how deep 
listening and walking softly brings real change.

My name is Djidi Djidi. In the Noongar language from the South West of 
Western Australia, djidi djidi means willy wagtail. My grandmother was very 
wise when she gave me that name. When I think of a Djidi Djidi, I think of 
strong and territorial, singing and dancing, yarning and not being afraid to 
stand up to creatures a hundred times its size. I also think of black and white.

Some people say I am too white to be black but I think I’m too black to be 
white.

My story is of a journey—a journey to bring the black into the white.

I was lucky to grow up with my mob. Many Aboriginal people weren’t so 
lucky, as the Stolen Generation stories tell us. I am the great-granddaughter 
of Doorum, a Noongar Elder, who inspired his descendants to know and 
appreciate who they are, what they are and where they come from. I draw 
strength from that cultural and spiritual heritage he gave me.

My journey with Anglicare WA began in Albany. Although that’s Noongar 
country, it’s not where my mob was from.

When I moved my family to Albany, I asked my mother how to find my way 
into that community. She told me I should approach the Elders of two strong 
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families for permission to live there. The first male Elder I went to, thanked 
me for asking and said: ‘My country is your country. You’re welcome here.’

I told him I had to speak to the other Elder and he said I didn’t have to. But 
my mother had said so and he respected her advice because she was older 
than him. So I spoke to the other Elder and he welcomed me too. That’s how 
I got into the local community.

Then in 1997 a wajella (white fella), who 
knew me from the community, suggested 
I apply for a job that Anglicare WA was 
advertising. I was reluctant because Anglicare 
was a big white organisation and I didn’t 
believe they would employ an Aboriginal 
person.

The interview was in a stark office. I really 
wanted to be outside, beside that beautiful 

Albany ocean. Or under a tree where you can just have a yarn and be more 
comfortable.

To my surprise I got the job—as a family support worker.

Working with the Noongar community was really easy for me, although the 
issues were complex, because I’d grown up in that world, putting my feet in 
the sand. But I had to get to know the concrete world—the white ways—
which to me is all about policies and procedures, all written. In my world, 
it’s not written down, it’s all yarning. Our storylines—our Noongar family 
and cultural histories—are told to us all the time. As a Noongar, my cultural 
obligation is to listen deeply and continue the journey the way my ancestors 
did and my descendents will, to help keep our storyline alive. I also see it as 
my cultural obligation to share our Noongar ways with whoever comes my 
way. Wherever I go, I plant the seed and drop the story.

Getting to know the concrete jungle, the white man’s world, was chaotic to 
me. I found walking in the concrete jungle was difficult. And after all these 
years, I still sometimes find it so.

After a year with Anglicare WA in Albany, I transferred to a similar job with 
them in Perth.

My journey with Anglicare WA’s CEO, Ian Carter, began at the end of 
NAIDOC Week, 2001. Ian dropped in for a yarn with me and another 
Aboriginal worker, Sonia Champion, on his way home from work. He asked us 
what Anglicare could do to make the place friendlier for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people to access services or visit. We told him that Anglicare 
was a stark place that needed more colour, Aboriginal flags, pictures and 

“ The interview was in a stark office. I really wanted to be 
outside, beside that beautiful 
Albany ocean. Or under a tree 
where you can just have a yarn 
and be more comfortable ”
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plaques. That’s the first thing that any organisation needs to get right; to make 
it feel more friendly.

So Anglicare’s Reconciliation Committee, set up in August 2002, presented 
the board with an Aboriginal flag to fly alongside the Australian national 
flag outside the Anglicare WA office in East Perth. Ian had plaques put up, 
acknowledging Noongars as the traditional owners of the land, and had 
colourful paintings hung on the walls.

People who know I work here tell me they feel comfortable coming here now, 
because it’s a friendly place. They walk in and see the Aboriginal flag, pictures 
on the wall, smiling faces—it means they feel culturally safe.

After further yarns, and watching Ian’s actions, I started to get an understanding 
for him. I thought, ‘This man is listening deeply.’ Listening deeply is listening 
with your ears, eyes and heart.

I was walking past his office one day and he popped out and said, ‘I was 
thinking about some of the things we were yarning about. What do you think 
about getting an Aboriginal Reference Group together?’

‘Too easy,’ I replied. I was always talking to community anyway, but now 
brought it in-house.

The first meeting of the Aboriginal Reference Group was in April 2002. It 
brought together people who could guide Anglicare: community Elders and 
Aboriginal Anglicare staff. Ian comes and listens. He always says this group is 
nothing like any other meeting he attends.

Over the years, the group has changed a bit from the inaugural members, 
although everyone who has been in the group at any time is welcome to come 
along, and we’ve invited more to join us. We meet every two months. All the 
meetings are set and in the calendar for the year and we also send out a letter 
of invitation prior to each meeting.

The Reference Group said to Ian, ‘If you’re going to have something for 
Aboriginal people, you need to consult with them. You need to get people 
from communities to guide you. They will tell you what the design should be, 
and how to implement and deliver it.’

The Reference Group worked amazingly well. It brought in all the Aboriginal 
staff from around the State, including some from as far away as Kalgoorlie and 
the Kimberley by teleconference.

One of the first things the Reference Group did was to develop a statement of 
Anglicare WA’s Commitment to Aboriginal Clients, which maps out a pathway 
for us to become culturally appropriate to Aboriginal people (Anglicare WA, 
2002). I think of it as our journey on the sand of being culturally aware and 
appropriate.
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The Reference Group then developed a set of principles for policy and 
program development. These principles put onto paper the Aboriginal ways 
that we grow up with—about respecting Elders and communities and getting 
their input and advice when we want to develop services or resources for 
them. The Principles for Policy and Program Development also include 
directions about building capacity in communities to deliver and manage 
services and remind us that each community is different—so service design 
has to be flexible to reflect that difference (Anglicare WA, 2003).

The influence of Elders extends beyond the reference group. For example, one 
of my Aboriginal colleagues, Olive Wood, talks through ideas and plans with 
her father and Uncle Ben, who are significant Elders, to get their opinion on 
whether we’re going about them the right way.

Uncle Ben Benedict (Noongar name Cuiermara), a member of the Aboriginal 
Reference Group, was appointed ambassador for Anglicare at Anglicare 
Australia’s 2009 conference in New Zealand. It came about because Anglicare 
WA was nominated for an award for Koolangka Keyen (Children First), the 
first (and only) post-separation, co-parenting program specifically targeted at 
Noongar people. Ian wanted me to be there and asked if there was a female 
Elder who could come with me and speak language, because it would have 
been culturally appropriate for a woman to go with me. However, that was 
difficult to arrange and we considered Uncle Ben. We are comfortable with 
each other and I am his niece, so it was culturally appropriate for us to travel 
together.

It was culturally sensitive and respectful of Ian to make sure that my travel 
companion was appropriate and that I would feel comfortable with him.

Uncle Ben is the last of Olive’s really close uncles. Her family has to abide by 
whatever he and Olive’s Dad say. He is an important Noongar Elder. He has 
worked on a number of committees, including Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. 
He worked on the Catholic pastoral care team, has been all over the world 
and met Prince Charles, Desmond Tutu and the Pope. These people know 
Uncle Ben’s story, what’s happened to him and the struggle he and other 
Aboriginal people have every day of their lives to stand up and be counted. 
It’s really important to get older Aboriginal people—significant Elders—
involved in organisations because they know the traditional ways and are 
great advocates.

Ian Carter was very proud when he saw Uncle Ben, a Noongar Elder from 
Perth, taking a ceremonial role at the conference in New Zealand, participating 
in the cultural exchange and speaking in Noongar language as well as English. 
Every time someone performed a welcome in Maori language, Uncle Ben 
responded in Noongar on behalf of everyone in Anglicare, and repeated it 
in English.

“ The influence of Elders goes beyond the reference group … 
An Aboriginal colleague talks 
through ideas and plans 
with her father and other 
Elders to get their opinion 
on whether we’re going 
about them the right way.”
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Over there, they speak Maori and Pakeha (English). Ian has a vision that in 
Australia, non-Aboriginal people will learn a local Aboriginal language. He 
lives his vision and is learning Noongar. At Anglicare, we acknowledge the 
traditional owners of the land at the beginning of every meeting. Ian does it 
in language, as do most of our staff.

It’s about healing relationships. Many of our Elders and Aboriginal staff were 
part of the Stolen Generations. It helps to heal when they are invited to yarn 
and people show respect by listening deeply. It means a lot to us when they 
speak our language.

When people travel overseas, they will often learn a little of the language of 
the place they are visiting, even if it’s only to say ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’. What 
a message it would send if non-Aboriginal people learned some of the 
language of the people who were here before them—the traditional owners 
of the land.

The impact on Aboriginal people here of Anglicare WA’s commitment and 
Ian’s leadership is deep.

When I’m out in the community, people tell me they have seen our burdiya—
Noongar for ‘boss’—Ian. They have met him or heard him speak in language. 
They have visited our office in East Perth and seen the signs of recognition of 
their presence and culture. They see the respect that Ian shows to them and 
to their culture. These things show that we are inclusive instead of exclusive.

They will tell me things they want our burdiya to know. 
They trust us to take that information and deal with 
it respectfully. They know we will not compromise 
our culture, so they trust us to put things on the radar. 
That’s been so important for us —for Anglicare and 
for Noongar and other Western Australian Aboriginal 
people. It starts to form a bridge, or a base on which 
we can build good and new things. For example, out in Kalgoorlie, Anglicare 
is the only non-Aboriginal agency invited to community meetings. That’s a 
relationship built on trust and integrity.

That relationship is not just from the work Ian and I have done. Jules Whiteway 
is our Aboriginal coordinator in Kalgoorlie. She is a Yorta Yorta woman who 
walks alongside the Goldfields traditional owners and community and she 
listens deeply to their ways. Jules always consults with community. We plan 
activities and resources with the community’s input and permission. Jules 
walks softly alongside the people of that country.

From that base of trust, we’ve been able to develop projects, such as the 
Aboriginal Early Years Booklet, which provides information about parenting 
in a format that fits with the ways of the local Wongi people and that people 
who can’t read English very well, can use (Anglicare WA, 2008). That grew 

“ They know we will not compromise our culture, 
so they trust us to put 
things on the radar ”
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from sitting around and yarning with people at a community and listening to 
what they asked for. The booklet was designed to fit into the back pocket of 
a pair of jeans, because men said that would be handy, and people can write 
their own information into it and carry it with them.

Jules reported that she saw someone at the bus stop reading the booklet. ‘He 
said he got it from his mate. He’s going to be a father soon and wanted to see 
what things he should know about. He said: “I didn’t know when a woman’s 
having a baby, all these things happen to her body. Nobody ever tells us these 
things” ’ (J. Whiteway, telephone interview, 14 May 2010).

By yarning and listening to community, we were able to make a resource that 
the local community wanted and will use.

We work hard to ensure that services and 
resources are delivered in the way funding 
bodies expect but also fit with the ways of 
the community. We’re finding ways to work 
from a cultural framework within the western 
framework. That’s walking in the concrete while 
staying connected to the sand.

Wherever there is Aboriginal staff, we look at 
educating those around us about our ways. It’s 

like ripples in a lake. I tell someone and if they’re listening deeply, they’ll tell 
others. It gets a momentum going, and that’s what’s happening at Anglicare.

As we share our stories, they impact right across the nation because people 
are hearing about us and wanting to know more about us and the way we 
work.

Anglicare SA asked me to share our story with them. After my visit, they 
employed an Aboriginal human resources officer.

We become role models, inside Anglicare and outside. A man living in a bush 
camp out of Kalgoorlie, where there’s no electricity or running water, told Jules 
and me that, because of us, he had been encouraging his grandson to further 
his education. ‘I want him to do it the way you do it,’ the man said.

Role modelling is about doing things you expect others to do. Anywhere I 
go, I listen.

If I visit the Kimberley, I listen.

I probably know more about Anglicare than other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander staff—but they know more about their local communities than I do, 
so I have to listen to what they say to help them fit our services to their local 
community.

“We’re finding ways to work from a cultural framework 
within the western 
framework. That’s walking 
in the concrete while staying 
connected to the sand”
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Our staff does great work in the Kimberley, working with and listening deeply 
to local Aboriginal communities to develop resources and services that fit with 
their way of doing things. The Kimberley Sexual Assault/Abuse Counselling 
Service goes out to communities that are very remote and difficult to get to. 
Also in the Kimberley, we have worked with a large number of communities 
and agencies to develop DVDs and a campaign of community service 
announcements aimed at reducing the incidence of family and domestic 
violence. In all our work, we have been able to develop resources that the 
local Aboriginal people respond to and accept. This is because we respect 
their culture and ways, invite them to work with us in partnership, and listen 
to what they have to say, and they tell us how to do it and get it right.

The Kimberley drove changes to our employment policy. We were rolling out 
a new program and had to find a way to make it fit into both the sand and 
the concrete worlds. We had to work out how to interweave our Aboriginal 
Terms of Reference into the Anglicare way.

We wanted to attract Aboriginal people to work at Anglicare, so we set 
Aboriginality as a qualification and the Aboriginal Reference Group helped 
us to develop a policy to encourage Aboriginal people to work at Anglicare.

I don’t know many organisations that employ Aboriginal people the way 
Anglicare WA does.

The Anglicare WA Aboriginal Employment Strategy (Anglicare WA, 2005) set a 
target to increase the level of Aboriginal people’s participation in employment 
with the agency to at least two per cent. In 2005, when the strategy was 
established, there were five Aboriginal employees. In July 2010, there were 
15, representing 3.6 per cent of the workforce. Those people work in Albany, 
Bunbury, the Perth metropolitan area, Kalgoorlie, Broome, Derby, Halls 
Creek and Kununurra. They have been particularly instrumental in expanding 
Anglicare WA’s services into the Kimberley.

Having Aboriginal employees is important for many reasons. It means that 
communities see Aboriginal people at Anglicare and feel more comfortable 
about approaching us. They feel culturally safer with us. They feel that there 
is someone here who will respect their culture and history and storylines. 
Aboriginal employees are better able to understand the cultural ways of the 
local people and can help us to better fit our services to those ways—walking 
in sand to deliver a service that the people of the sand and the people of the 
concrete world will both accept.

But also, by employing Aboriginal people we are helping to create ripples on 
the lake that will encourage others to employ Aboriginal people.

Anglicare WA created the position of Manager Aboriginal Services in 
August 2004.
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I was first told of the idea at the end of NAIDOC Day when I was in the lift at 
work with Ian and my line manager.

‘We’d like to offer you the position of Manager Aboriginal Services,’ my line 
manager said.

‘Great. What does that mean?’ I asked.

‘We thought you would know what that means,’ she replied.

I had ideas, but I’m always thinking about how they fit into the organisation. 
So I sat and had a yarn with my line manager and since then the role has 
evolved. It’s become more than an idea and has grown so big.

My work is about interweaving Aboriginal ways of doing things into the culture 
of the organisation.

A big part of what I do is cultural supervision. I don’t know anyone else 
doing it. I do more cultural supervision with non-Aboriginal people than with 
Aboriginal people. It’s really about helping people to find the best ways to 
work with communities. Staff in coordinating, managing or supervising roles 
will ask for help when they are working with a community or a family.

For example, a non-Aboriginal counsellor was working in the Kimberley with 
an Aboriginal man and getting nowhere. She asked me to tell her why. We 
yarned over the phone. I got her to the point of talking about the deficits in 
the conversation she had with the man. He was not engaging with her, not 
sharing any of his story. She said she was not sure how to progress or even if 
she should continue with the man.

I asked her what she thought we could do differently. She said a male 
counsellor would be best, but we didn’t have one. It’s true that it would be 
better for him to yarn with a man, Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal, but since we 
didn’t have one, I suggested she could talk through the issues with her client.

We talked about strategies, from my position as an Aboriginal person 
understanding the difficulties of a man being counselled by a woman. I 
suggested she ask him what he would like to be done differently, to get out 
of the office, go outside and sit under a tree so he can draw pictures in the 
sand. I suggested she ask if there was a woman in the community or his 
family who could come with him to make it right culturally, to make him more 
comfortable. I also gave her tips about when to have eye contact and when 
to avoid eye contact.

She went outside and sat next to him under the tree—not opposite, because 
that’s very confrontational to Aboriginal people. She drew pictures in the sand 
and he drew pictures in the sand. She didn’t take notes.
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She ended up working well with the man. As 
a result, the community got a better level of 
service: a counsellor, though female, with a 
better understanding of how to work with 
Aboriginal men.

Everything that happens in the organisation 
with a cultural content comes across my desk. 
I don’t have to intervene so long as I know it’s 
happening. I watch to ensure that things are done 
in the proper cultural ways.

Recently, the fund raising and marketing people 
wanted a photo of an Aboriginal man for the 
Aboriginal Early Years Booklet publicity. I told 
them they couldn’t just have any Aboriginal man, he had to be Wongi because 
they are the people who helped develop the booklet and who the booklet is 
for. If we used a man who wasn’t Wongi, the Wongi people would know it 
wasn’t proper. I also had to get permission of the Wongi people to use a photo 
of the Wongi man I had in mind. It took a couple of days to arrange. I know 
it can be difficult for fund raising and marketing people to wait because they 
are working with tight deadlines, but it’s worth the wait because you end up 
with something that is right and will be culturally accepted by the Aboriginal 
people.

Cultural training is an important way for us to pass on our learning and culture 
and history to everybody at Anglicare WA. We’ve developed a two-day 
workshop that all staff are required to complete. Yarning is the most important 
part of the training because it’s two way learning. We learn about each other. 
While we’re sharing Noongar ways, others are sharing their stories about their 
own history and their experiences with Noongar people.

Some of the things we cover in our workshop include: Yarning with Elders—
traditional ways, artwork and spirituality; Proper Ways A–Z tips; our historical 
journey; impact of past policies; sensitive service delivery; comparative 
models; and Proper Ways Yarning Tree.

When our staff completes the workshop, they are better able to support 
Aboriginal staff as well as clients and communities.

Our workshop is now an accredited professional development program 
called Our Journey Two-Way Learning: Working with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander People, which anyone from any organisation can do. So we are 
sending out ripples beyond Anglicare WA.

We like groups of people from an organisation to join the course so they can 
go back and change the way their organisation does business with Aboriginal 
people.

“ She … sat next to him under the tree—not 
opposite, because that’s 
very confrontational to 
Aboriginal people. She drew 
pictures in the sand and he 
drew pictures in the sand. 
She didn’t take notes ”
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The workshop is really about best practice in service delivery to Aboriginal 
people.

I got out of my car one morning recently and a young Anglicare WA manager 
who had been through the training said he had been thinking about our 
yarning and would like to talk to me about employing an Aboriginal trainee. 
We need more workers and it’s good to have more who are Aboriginal as they 
have so much knowledge to share. Through the traineeship, the trainee’s team 
will develop a greater understanding of how our community works and best 
ways to deliver services, and a traineeship will lead to long term employment 
for that person.

When people do our competency-based training they decide if they want a 
certificate of attendance or a certificate of attainment. For the certificate of 
attainment they have to complete a project for assessment and this is where 
the journey of two-way learning really starts to gather momentum.

A young human resources officer at Anglicare WA decided to do a project for 
assessment and told me she wants to work with her team on improving the 
job advertising process, job information packages and induction process to be 
more appealing to Aboriginal people. She wants to link up with the Aboriginal 
consultant who works for Anglicare SA to share stories and resources. She 
wants to set up a process to collect data and develop indicators that will help 
us track our performance in attracting and employing Aboriginal people, and 
retaining them. Through her training experience, this young woman will have 
an impact on her whole team and, through them, on the whole of Anglicare 
WA. Once she has completed the project and been assessed, she will have 
points towards a Certificate IV qualification in human resources. She now 
regularly consults me about a project she is working on to ensure that she is 
implementing cultural strategies in her part of our chosen workplace.

Dr Tracy Westerman says it’s almost impossible for mainstream organisations 
to systematically put in place cultural competence (Westerman, 2004). But I 
think that Anglicare WA is showing a way it can be done. It’s slow, but change 
is happening.

As people come into the training from different programs around Anglicare 
WA, you can see real two-way learning happening. Whether it’s human 
resources, housing, youth, counselling, crisis services—wherever they come 
from, they do a work-based project and have to think about how their program 
can fit culturally with Aboriginal people. It might be a work-based project 
looking at a cultural care plan or improving a process for Aboriginal people. 
Whatever it is, I’m seeing that the training process is motivating individuals to 
crank up interweaving cultural ways of doing things into the system. It puts it 
into the cultural fabric of the organisation, so we’ll soon be running instead 
of walking.
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I cried when the human resources person told me about the project she wants 
to do because I can see the process of cultural change being sped up and that 
the time we have put into this work has been worth it. It’s a really emotional 
thing for me.

In Yes! Housing, every team member had a project, maybe policies and 
procedures, an orientation package, the journey of a young person through 
Anglicare, organising NAIDOC Week activities, or reconciliation activities. 
Once the project was over, they would take on a new one. If teams have their 
own projects that make the cogs of this organisation run more smoothly, with 
culturally safe and secure practices, it means I can move on to other things.

The relationship that Ian and I have is integral 
to the journey. We have a really good 
relationship. We appreciate and understand 
each other. We’ve dug our way through 
the processes and issues and now have a 
great strategy in place. We never really talk 
about strategies—we just yarn and dream 
about things, then with support they are 
implemented as we walk the two roads. 
These two roads get closer and closer.

If the person at the top doesn’t support the cultural change 100 per cent, it 
won’t happen. Ian has been the driver, right from the start. He is passionate, 
clear and articulate, and committed.

I think that time is probably one of the most important things that Ian has 
given to the process, and to the relationship that drives it. It takes time to build 
any relationship of trust and sharing. If I’m talking to the CEO, I’m not going 
to open my heart and share genuinely if he doesn’t listen to me deeply and 
doesn’t care. Not only am I sharing my story, but I’m sharing the story of my 
community and that’s a big responsibility that I’m not going to give away to 
someone who doesn’t respect it.

At Anglicare WA, we have seen Ian get down on the ground playing a Noongar 
language game. He always does the Acknowledgement of the Traditional 
Owners at the start of any meeting. He allows us to see him as a person, not 
just as CEO. And he sees us as individuals.

He always asks about me and my family. It is through this sharing of life and 
family that we grow respect and understanding, and a relationship of trust.

Ian understands and appreciates our ways. I don’t believe Anglicare WA would 
have made it so far on this journey if we didn’t take the time with each other. 
I can always go to Ian’s office and his door is always open. I’ve never felt 
rushed by Ian.

“ We never really talk about strategies—we just yarn 
and dream about things, 
then with support they are 
implemented as we walk the 
two roads. These two roads 
get closer and closer ”
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Another aspect of ‘time’ is that he has given me the space to do the things that 
need to be done. It takes time to build training workshops, to provide cultural 
supervision, to put together an Aboriginal Reference Group, to develop an 
employment policy, and to influence a whole organisation. You need space 
from other work to be able to do these things.

It takes time for staff to attend a workshop that takes them away from their 
normal work. It takes time for an organisation to participate in celebrating 
Aboriginal culture, such as during NAIDOC week.

Ian has made that investment at Anglicare WA.

We have come a long way on this journey of cultural understanding and 
awareness, of cultural openness and inclusiveness, of listening and reaching 
out to community, but there is, of course, more to be done.

For the next phase, I would like to see Aboriginal people embedded in higher 
decision making levels of Anglicare WA. We haven’t had an Aboriginal person 
on our Board for some time and I would like to see one appointed when 
the next vacancy comes up. Ideally, I would like to see two on the Board to 
provide support to each other. You can feel like a lone voice if you’re the only 
one. With two Aboriginal people on the Board, we’re more likely to retain 
them.

Anglicare has three levels of manager positions below the CEO. The first level 
down is executive management; we have an operational group that signs off 
on policy; and at a lower level we have service managers. I am a manager 
of a business unit and I am the first and only Aboriginal person to have held 
a position at this level at Anglicare WA. I have recently been asked to join 
the operations group. It’s the first time Anglicare WA has had an Aboriginal 
person at this level, but they have never had an Aboriginal executive manager.

Anglicare WA has been progressive, bringing Aboriginal people in at different 
levels, but I would like to see a commitment to having Aboriginal people 
appointed at all levels throughout the organisation. I would like to see more 
appointed into service management and operational level, as well as at 
executive management level and on the Board.

Succession planning for Aboriginal people is 
another area we need to work on, especially 
to replace me in my position. Anglicare WA 
depends on me in the position of Aboriginal 
Services Manager to keep up the momentum of 
the journey, but the executive management team 
needs to think about how that would continue 
if I wasn’t here. It is a risk point for the cultural 

“ Succession planning for Aboriginal people is another 
area we need to work on … 
It is a risk point for the 
cultural change journey to 
depend on one person ”
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change journey to be dependent on one person. We need more core training 
within our organisation to ensure that the cultural journey continues past my 
incumbency.

The third thing that will lift Anglicare WA into the next phase of the journey 
is to find ways to share our story beyond our organisation, and right across 
Australia—to take what we have learned and share it with others, to help them 
build more inclusive practices and Aboriginal ways into their organisations. 
Our Journey Two-Way Learning training is the beginning of that journey. We 
can build on that and share our information through our website and establish 
a roadshow to take our learnings to anyone, anywhere in Australia, through 
training packages and consultancies—at a local, regional or national level. 
We’re already doing that—for example, full details about our policies are 
available on our website—but I want to do it more intensely.

My vision is for Anglicare to take the lead in showing other non-government, 
not for profit organisations that are running in a mainstream direction and 
working from a western framework how to shift their way of doing business 
and to walk in the sand with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

I was invited to work with Anglicare WA to help them to turn their thinking 
around and to ask them to consider leaving the concrete world at times and 
walk in the sand. I have to ensure that the sign posts are very clear and that 
we don’t move forward until everybody understands what we’re asking them 
to do.

Sometimes the terrain might be a bit steep and rocky, and other times we’re 
rolling pretty fast, gathering momentum. As we’re on our journey, we have 
spectators from other agencies, and they like the journey in the sand and they 
want to know how we got there and what we are going to do next.

In that rocky terrain, it has been difficult at times to get to the top of the 
mountain, but over there beyond the peak is a green mountain and we’re 
building a bridge to get there. We’re just on the last few planks, on the last 
phase of our journey, which is to make sure that the path is clear and strong 
and well maintained—and to share our story. My Little Mum (my mum’s 
younger sister) once said, those who build bridges go far.



48 State of the Family—In from the Edge

References
Anglicare WA 2002, Commitment to Aboriginal Clients, Policy Document.

Anglicare WA 2003, Aboriginal Reference Group: Principles for Policy and 
Program Development, Policy Document.

Anglicare WA 2005, Aboriginal Employment Strategy, Policy Document.

Anglicare WA 2008, Aboriginal Early Years Booklet, Anglicare WA resource.

Westerman, T 2004, ‘Engagement of Indigenous clients in mental health 
services: What role do cultural differences play?’ Australian e-Journal 
for the Advancement of Mental Health, Vol. 3, No. 3, p 1. Retrieved 
September 2010, from http://amh.e-contentmanagement.com/archives/
vol/3/issue/3



49A journey between sand and concrete

About the author

Josey Hansen (B.A., Aboriginal and Community Management 
and Development) is the Manager of Aboriginal Services 
at Anglicare WA and acts as a consultant to the agency 
on Aboriginal issues.  Josey is the Great Granddaughter of 
Doorum, a Noongar who has inspired his descendants to 
know and appreciate who we are, what we are and where 
we come from. Josey’s Noongar name is Djidi Djidi. She has 
a strong sense of her cultural and spiritual heritage and finds 
strength in both. 

A journey between sand and concrete was written with the 
editorial assistance of Gail White.

a 
jo

ur
ne

y



Jan Brown
Self-portrait. c.1997
pencil on paper  
Courtesy the artist



A positive ageing 
experience—
why not for all?

ALAN GRUNER, from Benetas in Victoria, muses on 
ageing well and not so well. He finds the facts are 

sometimes at odds with society’s attitudes to ageing and 
older people. Written with Michelle Low, Benetas.

To paraphrase Mark Twain, dire forecasts for Australia’s ageing future have 
been greatly exaggerated. We are going grey as a nation but so often policy 
and media discussion deliver a hand-wringing, negative message about ageing. 
The growth in our aged population is regarded as a problem for society; a 
burden on future workforces and on our publicly funded health and housing 
services. Too often the discussion is reduced to facilities and numbers of beds 
rather than how people can live and age well. This essay discusses ageing 
rather than aged care. It takes an honest look at the difficulties and how we 
might prevent or address them. It also examines attitudes—our views and fears 
about older people and what ageing means—and how our society can act to 
enhance everyone’s capacity to live rich fulfilling lives until we die. Isn’t this 
what we all want?

‘I just want to die’ an older person living in a residential aged care facility in 
inner Melbourne continually said. I recall that when asked why she was saying 
this, the woman replied ‘I have nothing to live for and am no worth to anyone.’ 
On investigation it was found that the woman had lost touch with all her friends 
and family and was completely isolated. After a great deal of work by staff, her 
family were contacted and agreed to meet with her. As they lived in another 
part of Australia, a video link through Skype was organised. This video meeting 
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proved a breakthrough in their relationships. Over time, and through other 
meetings, the issues that were keeping them apart started to resolve and the 
woman no longer expressed the wish to die.

Popular stereotypes often depict older people as an 
isolated and lonely group who have lost connections 
with their families and friends and live in sad, frugal 
circumstances. Ageing is seen as a condition or a 
disease that nothing much can be done about.

Another stereotype—helped along by government 
reports and media depictions—shows older people 
as a financial or service problem.

Perhaps worst of all is the invisibility that comes 
with age, where older Australians are seen as 
unproductive and of little relevance or value.

‘But I mean, it is hard because they can’t do much. I mean they are so 
nice and the older people I know are so good to me, but they don’t do 
anything. I mean they stay at home and they don’t want to do anything.’ 
—Generation Y (Benetas & Deakin University, March 2010)

Are older people unproductive and of little value? Should we regard them as a 
threat to our way of living? This certainly seems the viewpoint of many parts of 
our society, our policy makers, our leaders and our media.

Most reports on the projections for Australia’s future have been interpreted in 
a negative way so that growth in our aged population is discussed only as a 
future burden on our society, with a declining portion of the population in the 
workforce and a greater demand on publicly funded services, especially health.

‘As the population ages, more people will fall into the older age groups 
that are the most frequent users of the public health system. Combined 
with population growth, this will play an important role in increasing 
future health costs.

Spending on aged care is projected to grow from 0.8 per cent of GDP in 
2009–10 to 1.8 per cent of GDP in 2049–50. … Population ageing is the 
primary driver of aged care spending over the next 40 years, accounting 
for around two-thirds of the projected increase in real spending on aged 
care per person.’ (Commonwealth Treasury, 2010)

Debates also occur in health services. Over the years I have heard many 
discussions along the lines: should valuable resources be used on older people 
whose time is just about up? Anyway ageing is a disease in itself and older 
people will not benefit from many treatments. Will they?

“ Popular stereotypes often depict older people as an 
isolated and lonely group 
who have lost connections 
with their families and 
friends and live in sad, 
frugal circumstances ”
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The idea that we might ration health care to seniors (or anyone else) is 
political anathema. Politicians do not dare breathe the R (ration health 
care) word, lest they be accused—however wrongly—of trying to pull 
the plug on Grandma. But the need to spend less money on the elderly 
at the end of life is the elephant in the room in the health-reform debate. 
Everyone sees it but no one wants to talk about it. (Thomas, 2009)

However, these negative perspectives do not take into account the enormous 
benefits older people bring to our society.

Ageism, or age discrimination, is stereotyping of and discrimination against 
individuals or groups because of their age. It is a set of beliefs, attitudes, 
norms, and values used to justify age based prejudice and discrimination 
(Nelson, 2002).

Are older people a burden on society or is it ageism at work?

Current estimates are that by June 2050, around 22.6 per cent of the Australian 
population will be aged 65 and over, and the proportion of the population aged 
85 and over is projected to increase from 1.8 per cent in 2010 to 5.1 per cent 
in 2050 (Commonwealth Treasury, 2010). Does this mean that in the future 
Australia is going to have a large population of unproductive people dragging 
down our economy?

There is another viewpoint as the following story shows.

In 1984 a group of parishioners from St John’s Anglican Church in Croydon, 
Victoria, identified the need for a nursing home to be built to meet the growing 
needs of older people within the local community. The group, many in 
retirement or close to retirement, set themselves a challenging task—to raise 
enough funds to build a low-care hostel.

The parishioners decided to open and run an op shop to raise money. Anglican 
Aged Care Services Group (now known as Benetas) paid for the building of 
a shed on land owned by the group in Mooroolbark to give the volunteers a 
suitable space to run the op shop.

Proceeds from the op shop, along with a variety of additional events and 
fundraising activities, saw the volunteers raise over $300,000 to build a 20-bed 
nursing home. Construction went ahead and the doors opened at the St John’s 
Park Hostel in 1992. When Benetas took over the management of the hostel, 
the St John’s Park Auxiliary was officially formed.

Over sixty volunteers have been part of the St John’s Park Auxiliary since it 
was formed. In 2010, ten committed volunteers donate their time to The Shed 
each week and in volunteer time alone, members of the Auxiliary donate well 
over 3,720 hours each year. The majority of these volunteers are well into 
their retirement and since 1984 they have raised and donated a staggering 
$1.5 million to Benetas’ services in the local community.
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This is an extraordinary contribution and achievement of a group of older 
people, many who have been involved in the Auxiliary since its inception. It is 
also a stark contrast to the often ageist attitudes held by some members of the 
public about the contribution of older people and, in particular, the argument 
that our ageing population is a burden on Australian society.

The positive contribution made by our older people to society, such as the 
work of the St John’s Park Auxiliary and other volunteer work, is sadly too often 
overlooked, forgotten and rarely mentioned. To me, this is the real burden on 
our society—the fact older people and their achievements are invisible to many 
in our community. Nowhere is this better illustrated than in the comments from 
a recent survey

‘I am not looking forward to getting to the stage where I feel like I have 
no goals and I think that sometimes we make older people feel like it is 
useless having goals and being ambitious.’ 
—Baby Boomer. (Benetas & Deakin University, 2010)

Perhaps the real problem is that we don’t see or recognise the ambitions that 
older people have and the goals they achieve.

It doesn’t need to be this way though. While there is certainly a tendency for 
older people to lose an increasing number of social contacts as they age, it 
has been shown that the number of close relationships within social networks 
remain stable until very old age. This leads us to a new understanding about 
ageing and social networks. Much of the decrease in social network size is due 
to an active process of selective pruning rather than an inability to maintain 
contact. In other words it seems older people are more inclined to invest in 
those relationships that are really important to them and divest themselves of 
those of little importance. Consequently a shrinking social network should not 
be a cause for concern, as long it continues to meet the individual social needs 
of the older person.

However there are many older people who have few social contacts and 
often these are of a poor quality. Social engagements have little importance or 
meaning for the older person and have no impact in terms of maintaining or 
increasing the person’s life satisfaction. In these cases the older people have no 
real relationships, are invariably isolated and usually experience some form of 
loneliness. Clearly for these older people ageing is not a pleasant experience. 
The loss of important relationships, such a significant other or life long partner, 
can often trigger this isolation, or in some cases the ageing process can just 
exacerbate the person’s long time chronic isolation and loneliness.

These are the people who are often ‘unseen’ in our society and their sad stories 
only become known in cases where events surrounding their death cause them 
to be regarded as newsworthy.
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A tragic example of this happened in March 2003 when the remains of an 
elderly woman, Mrs Elsie Brown, were found inside her home in Melbourne. It 
was estimated that Mrs Brown had been dead for over two years—completely 
isolated from her neighbours, friends and family. While this is an extreme 
example I wonder how many people walk down a street and do not see the 
older person lying on the steps of a building or standing in the shadows of a 
doorway. Perhaps they have become such a familiar sight in our landscape that 
we no longer notice them—if so, what does this say about our society and the 
care of the most in need?

While ever our focus—the focus of the media, the politicians and policy-
shapers, church and community groups—remains on a ‘problem’ view of old 
age, the extreme examples of neglect and sadness will continue to divert 
attention from the successful strategies for ageing well.

A wonderful example of an older person who has escaped 
from his social isolation by using technology is Peter Oakley. 
Peter is a pensioner in Leicester in England but is now better 
known by his pseudonym ‘geriatric 1927’ on the video sharing 
website YouTube. In 2006, Peter made  his debut on YouTube 
and continues to upload short autobiographical videos into 
2010. Peter is now famous internationally for his videos about his life with 
over 50,000 subscribers keeping up-to-date with his activities. He is now well 
connected to people around the world and feels far from isolated.

The work force is another place where older people’s contribution can be vital 
and at the same time invisible to the rest of society.

I am involved as a volunteer in a welfare organisation in Melbourne and this 
organisation could not function without its volunteers, 80 per cent of whom 
are over 70 years of age. This is likely to be the situation at many other health 
and welfare organisations in Australia.

Older people in the workforce provide much needed experience and act as 
mentors to younger workers. They provide much of the social capital that binds 
us together. They take on the role of unpaid carers, child care duties, are often 
the focal point for family connections, provide financial loans, gifts or donations 
and participate in local and community interest groups.

Research has shown that the cost to the economy of replacing older Australians 
who provide unpaid child care and take on the role of unpaid carers to 
people with a disability would be $4.8 billion a year. It also calculates the 
monetary value of the social contribution made by older Australians through 
active participation in community support groups, civic and political groups is 
equivalent to $1.2 billion a year (National Seniors Australia, 2009)

It is expected that older people will continue longer in the workforce in coming 
years for many reasons due to the declining proportion of younger workers 

“ Known by his pseudonym ‘geriatric 
1927’ on YouTube ”



56 State of the Family—In from the Edge

and the increasing costs of living for 25–30 years post retirement. But for many 
this won’t be a negative. Many older workers want to keep working in some 
capacity beyond retirement age as the work environment is their community. 
They see work as an important source of contact with others and a key factor in 
maintaining their self-esteem and self worth. (National Seniors Australia, 2010). 
Indeed a significant advantage can be gained by organisations establishing age-
friendly policies and making their workplaces more amenable to older workers.

An interesting example of how to manage an ageing workforce is highlighted 
in a pilot project developed by BMW to meet the challenges posed by its 
ageing workforce. The project involved health care management, enhancing 
workers’ skills, changing the workplace environment, instituting work/
life balance policies and change management processes. Changes were 
also made to the physical environment. For example, the floors were fitted 
with suspension so that the older workers did not suffer from joint pain 
from standing too long. With design and equipment changes, as well as 
health promotion programs with regular sessions by a physiotherapist, the 
result was a 7 per cent productivity improvement. It also increased staff 
morale and brought about a drop in absenteeism from 7 to 2 per cent. 
(Harvard Business Review, 2010).

There is little doubt that older workers will stay in the workforce longer and 
the discriminatory attitude to older workers will decrease. This will happen as 
the realisation sinks in that older workers are needed to meet the emerging skill 
shortage facing Australia and to ensure our economy can continue to prosper.

Rather than a burden on our society older people are making a significant 
contribution to our nation’s social and economic wellbeing and this deserves 
to be acknowledged and celebrated. Some peak aged care organisations, such 
as Aged and Community Services Australia (ACSA), have conducted campaigns 
to present a more positive face of ageing and the aged care workforce in the 
media. ACSA’s Can’t do it without you campaign in 2009 and The Grand Plan 
by the Campaign for the Care of Older Australians (CCOA) in 2010 used the 
social media to raise community awareness about the value of older people 
and the issues facing the aged care sector.

While the mainstream media are often responsible for perpetuating ageism and 
the negative portrayal of older people, there are some good examples of the 
media actually presenting ageing in a positive light. On an episode of the 
popular Australian television show in 2010, Australia’s Got Talent, an older 
couple wowed the audience with their energy and passion as they danced the 
jive. This positive—and what many would consider unexpected—image of an 
older couple on television was well received and it would be wonderful to see 
more of this in the mainstream media.

“ social supports, such as friendships and remaining an 
active and respected member 
of local communities, are 
critical for the good health and 
wellbeing of older Australians.”
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But what does it mean to age well? If older people are to be regarded as 
worthwhile and valuable contributors to our society what does this mean for 
ageing well?

One aspect of being valued is being connected with others and the local 
community. Also, social supports, such as friendships and remaining an active 
and respected member of local communities, are critical for the good health and 
wellbeing of older Australians. Indeed it has been shown that social activities 
can lower the risk of mortality as much as regular exercise. A recent USA study 
has found that having little social interaction can be as unhealthy as smoking 
15 cigarettes a day or being an alcoholic (Holt-Lunstad et al, 2010)

Following on from these findings different organisation such as Anglicare  
member the Brotherhood of St Laurence and Silver Chain have developed 
programs aimed at enabling older people to follow their particular interests 
and to make connections with the wider community.

As well as these social inclusion programs, a series of positive ageing plans at 
local government level have been produced right across the nation to enable 
older people to make connections and to play an important role in community 
development.

Local government support through actions large and small, can play a 
significant role in helping older people make connections and being seen as 
productive. However many needless barriers remain as the stories of Frank and 
Irma show.

Eighty-five year old Frank has enjoyed the companionship of adult activity 
groups and respite programs for around 20 years following the loss of his wife 
Phyllis in a tragic motor vehicle accident in 1989. ‘I attend my current planned 
activity group every Thursday—and I think once a week is enough. Anymore 
than that and you don’t look forward to it,’ Frank said. One of the main 
challenges Frank faces has been a lack of parking at respite centres. ‘Parking 
must be guaranteed,’ Frank said, ‘If there is no parking, then I just have to 
turn around and go home.’ This has also prevented Frank from doing grocery 
shopping or socialising in the past.

In Frank’s case one can wonder why the local Council cannot make some 
arrangements for parking. Surely some exemptions can apply from normal 
parking regulations in special cases such as Frank’s? Why can’t temporary 
parking permits be issued for older people, just like Frank, who may not qualify 
for disabled parking but have real needs?

Irma, also 85 years, has received a Community Care Package since 2003. She 
says in her experience, finding information about local events and activities has 
been difficult. ‘There is not enough information available to older people. I find 
information in books because no one will tell me about it,’ Irma said.
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An added complexity facing older people is that information is increasingly 
being provided via electronic means, as is communication between individual, 
social groups and community organisations. Consequently literacy in 
information and communication technology is becoming an essential skill and 
the positive ageing plans mention how older people can develop these skills, by 
attending training courses offered by local organisations including community 
centres and neighbourhood houses.

The emerging communication technology needs to be developed so that it is 
‘user-friendly’ for older people. Software incorporating touch screens and larger 
picture and typeface need to be more widely available. This can only occur if 
older people are involved in the development of these programs, and it is hoped 
that software companies will ensure that older people are involved in their trials 
for their new products.

And with increasing numbers of older people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds, information—in any format—needs to be culturally 
appropriate and accessible in a wide variety of languages.

In many cases older people make individual choices about how they can 
overcome the barriers and continue to be of benefit to others and to their 
community.

Patty, who cared for her husband, Robin, who lived with dementia for several 
years before he passed away, says that maintaining a healthy lifestyle and being 
physically fit was vital in her role as Robin’s carer ‘I started going to the gym 
when Robin got sick,’ Patty said. ‘I realised if I was going to look after Robin 
that I’d have to get fit. Not only did it help me being physically fit, to lift and 
move Robin, but there were real improvements to my sense of well being. Just 
walking everyday and getting some fresh air helped me cope with what I was 
dealing with.’

Certainly many fitness centres are becoming aware of the untapped market of 
older people, and specific programs aimed that this group of people are starting 
to appear at numerous centres around the country.

In many cases the lack of available services is a real barrier.

Mr and Mrs S, a couple receiving community care support to remain living in 
their own home, would like to receive more cleaning hours and greater flexibility 
with the time services are delivered. ‘The cleaner is often late and there is not 
enough time to do everything,’ Mrs S said who injured herself by trying to finish 
the cleaning alone after the cleaner left without finishing the work. Mrs S also 
explained that showering has been frustrating—she was offered a service but 
it could only be provided at midday, which wasn’t suitable as she needs a shower 
in the morning. ‘The service was good, but the model was not. I cancelled the 
showering and just bought bigger clothes so I could dress myself more easily,’ 
Mrs S says.
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The example of Mr and Mrs S (see text box) illustrates a situation this author 
personally faced and knows that my colleagues at other aged care organisations 
face. We are aware of the needs of our clients but lacking proper funding 
we cannot deliver what is required. This is a great source of frustration to 
organisations, their workers and, of course, the clients themselves.

Intergenerational differences are often regarded as difficult barriers to 
overcome as evidenced by the opinions of younger people in the Respect for 
Older People report as quoted earlier.

The Benetas and Deakin University Report (2010) has a lot to tell us about 
contemporary attitudes to older people in Australia.

The Report found that the lack of respect for older people in Australia is 
partly due to the unique geographical dispersion of our population. In other 
countries generations of families live together under the one roof—in Australia 
generations of families are spread across the country. This can lead to a 
breakdown in communication between interstate family members resulting 
not just in loneliness, but also the exclusion of the older family members. This 
is particularly the case with the older generation facing new technologies to 
maintain communication—or simply the problems that arise through basic 
intergenerational communication. I shudder to think of what the pre-teen beauty 
queen would have to say to her octogenarian grandfather but perhaps they 
might have more in common with each other than either would have with the 
generations between them.

Some positive ageing plans promote intergenerational programs where there 
is genuine dialogue between older people and the younger generation. 
For example programs are underway to support the development of older 
community leaders who can act as role models and champions for their peers.

I was involved with a residential aged care facility that formed strong links with 
the local high school. Students visited once a fortnight to meet the residents 
and show how latest technology devices worked (for example iPhones) and 
residents would tell students stories about past events. Many of these successful 
meetings of older people and younger people are occurring in residential aged 
care facilities around Australia and should be encouraged and supported.

However, it is clear that many older people are not experiencing a positive, 
healthy ageing and are being increasingly isolated from our mainstream society. 
These people are inevitably seen as being of little worth by our society, which 
only increase their sense of isolation. The following discussion draws on findings 
from the Brotherhood of St Laurence’s Social Barometer: Living the Second Fifty 
Years, 2009 to shed light on some barriers.
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Housing options play a crucial part in older people’s ability to stay connected. 
The links between the lack of affordable housing and poverty, poor health, 
social isolation and general disadvantage for older people are well documented.

Secure affordable housing not only gives a sense of belonging and safety as 
well as financial stability, it also assists in providing a sense of identity, an 
increase in self esteem and quality of life and a healthy lifestyle. Consequently 
a lack of suitable housing is a major barrier to older people ageing in a positive 
manner. However, many older people are not gaining access to affordable 
housing and the following gives some indication of the parlous state of housing 
provision for older people in Australia:

It has been estimated that in March 2008, 112,000 households headed 
by a person over 70 were in housing stress compared with 56,000 
households in 2004, that’s a staggering increase of 100 per cent in four 
years. AHURI (Australian Housing Urban Research Institute) has projected 
that the number of people aged 65 and over in low rental households will 
increase by 115 per cent from 195,000 in 2001 to 419,000 in 2029. 
(Aged and Community Services Australia, 2008).

This lack of affordable housing for older people is demonstrated in the situation 
of Independent Living Units (ILUs). Between 1954 and 1986 the Commonwealth 
Government provided subsidies to not-for-profit organisations to construct 
over 30,000 dwellings for older people, which are known as ILUs. These 
units were targeted at low-income older people and in 2004 they provided 
up to 27 per cent of social housing for older people (AHURI, 2004). However 
Commonwealth funding for organisations providing these ILUs ceased in 1986 
and these organisations are faced with the enormous problem of financing 
the renewing or refurbishing their existing units. Also there have been 
extensive changes in legal obligations with the providers taking on great legal 
responsibilities. As a result many organisations are withdrawing from supplying 
these ILUs leaving a large gap in the supply of affordable housing for older 
people in need.

Another area making it difficult for disadvantaged or homeless older people 
to find accommodation is in residential aged care. Originally hostels for older 
people were established to provide accommodation. Many older people in 
reasonably good health and requiring only low level of care entered these 
homes.

Now hostels are health care facilities and aim primarily to meet the care needs 
of older people with higher needs. They use a funding instrument that provides 
little funding for those requiring only low levels of care. As a result many 
facilities cannot afford to accept people with low care needs, despite their 
great need for accommodation. This is even more the case where older people 
have few assets and cannot afford an accommodation bond. This is particularly 
hard on those older people who are homeless or living in insecure housing.
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I am aware of a situation where an older woman sought admission to a 
residential aged care facility. Sue (not her real name) had been assessed as 
requiring residential low care but she lived with her daughter, Pam, who had 
been providing Sue with care for some time. Pam had health issues of her own 
and was awaiting surgery. Their home was within easy walking distance from 
the facility and as Pam didn’t have full time access to a car, the facility would 
have been ideal for Sue and her family. However, while Sue was assessed as 
requiring low care, she could not afford a bond and did not meet the criteria 
for high care admission. The facility had already filled its required concessional 
places, and so could not admit Sue. As a result Sue had to go on a waiting list 
and start looking for another placement at a facility further away from her family.

This type of situation is sadly becoming even more commonplace as residential 
care facilities struggle to remain financially viable in the face of inadequate 
Commonwealth funding.

Clearly while housing is important, the health of older people has a major 
bearing on their experience of positive ageing. Poor health often means older 
people are prevented from following their interests, maintaining their 
relationships and generally enjoying the lives. The two main issues facing older 
people in this regard are physical and mental health.

Older people are widely perceived as being 
frail or unwell, but the current generations of 
older people are healthier and living longer 
than earlier generations, and studies of ageing 
have found that the perception by the wider 
population of illhealth among older people was 
not matched by the perceptions of older people. 
Many older Australians have a positive view of 
their health and self-assessed health has been 
found to be a strong indicator of future mortality.

Although elderly people may be taking an average of three to eight 
different medicines and may be chronically ill in the eyes of their 
physicians, they often do not regard themselves as sick… Subjectively, two 
out of three elderly individuals perceive their own health as superior to 
that of their peers, whereas only one in seven feels less healthy than their 
peers. (Vaillant and Mukamal, 2001, cited in KPMG, 2007).

However despite this, more than one-third of people aged 75 years and over 
reported their health to be just fair or poor (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (AIHW), 2007). Also in 2003, over half of all people aged 65 years and 
over had at least one form of disability lasting (or expected to last) at least 6 
months and restricting everyday activities (AIHW, 2005). Indeed about 90 per 
cent of women and 80 per cent of men aged 85 and over experienced mild to 
high core activity limitation (ABS, 2006). The need for some form of assistance 

“ Older people are widely perceived as being frail 
or unwell, but the current 
generations of older 
people are healthier and 
living longer than earlier 
generations ”
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with personal and everyday activities increases with age. In 2003, 32 per cent 
of those aged 65–74 years needed some form of assistance, compared with 
around 86 per cent of those aged 85 or older (Productivity Commission, 
September 2008)

The effects of chronic disease, such as cardiovascular and respiratory 
conditions and diabetes, are most significant for older people. However, the 
rising prevalence of dementia will have dire consequences for our health care 
system and our quality of life, with the emphasis changing strikingly from these 
chronic diseases to the neurodegenerative conditions, marking an important 
epidemiological transition.

In my opinion the medical research focus has to shift somewhat from the ‘cure of 
cancer’ and complex technologies for respiratory conditions to that of dementia 
and its management. Public funding needs to be provided to brain research in 
regard to dementia and how to best support people with this disease.

While mental health is a growing concern for 
health services, research suggests that many cases 
of mental health disorders in older people are 
being mistakenly attributed solely to the ageing 
process and are not being diagnosed or treated. 
Mental health services are generally targeted to 
working-age people and older people are often 
ignored. Cases of depression are often seen just 
as older people withdrawing from their social 

connections, and serious conditions such as schizophrenia are often seen as 
just part of people becoming old and ‘dotty’.

While the rapidly growing incidence of dementia and its effects are 
reasonably well known, with 22 per cent of people aged over 85 years having 
dementia (AIHW, 2007), studies have found that functional disorders such as 
schizophrenia, anxiety disorders and clinical depression are more prevalent 
(AIHW, 2007). Some 10 per cent of older people reported at least one long-term 
mental or behavioural problem; more than one in ten people aged 65 years and 
over reported high to very high levels of psychological distress; and anxiety is 
the most common mental disorder among older people, and the most under-
diagnosed and under-treated (ABS, 2006).

Mental health problems lead to experience of social isolation and poor quality 
of life, and also have negative impacts on families and the wider community. 
Mental health problems are also associated with increased exposure to other 
health risk factors such as poorer physical health and higher rates of death from 
many causes including suicide (AIHW, 2006).

“ As a result they have few, if any, economic resources 
and [are] excluded from 
opportunities for a positive 
ageing experience ”
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There are strong links between mental health problems and homelessness, 
and I would say that the homelessness figures for older people would fall 
dramatically if proper treatment and support were given to older people with 
mental health problems. Surely the social cost of having so many homeless 
people is far greater than any cost involved in increasing funding for mental 
health services for older people.

The financial security and economic resources of older people contribute to 
their capacity for a positive ageing experience.

It is clear that while many older people will benefit economically from a long life 
of full employment, with substantial superannuation and large private assets, a 
significant number are quite disadvantaged. These people have been restricted 
through low educational qualifications, bouts of unemployment, casual and 
short-term employment, poor health, lack of superannuation coverage and 
lack of home ownership. As a result they have few, if any, economic resources 
and often experience a poor quality of life being excluded from opportunities 
for a positive ageing experience.

In 2009, more than one in four Australians aged 65 years and over were living 
in poverty on international measures—the fourth highest old-age poverty 
rate in OECD countries and double the OECD average. At the same time, 
those who had invested in private pensions were heavily hit by real losses 
to superannuation funds—27 per cent in 2008. This was the second worst 
investment performance for private pensions in the 30 OECD countries, after 
Ireland (OECD, 2009). Even more concerning is the finding that in 2007, just 
under 54 per cent of people aged 65–69 had no superannuation coverage, 
with only 41 per cent of women aged 55 years and over being covered by 
superannuation, compared with 60 per cent of men (ABS, 2009c).

Also, about 60 per cent of retired people received a gross weekly income 
of less than $300 per week, which was below the 2008 poverty benchmark 
(50 per cent of median income) of $308 per week for singles.

A real concern is the plight of many women nearing retirement who have little 
if any superannuation as this was often denied to women until it was made 
compulsory in recent years. A friend of ours who retired a few years ago worked 
virtually all her life for a firm in the clothing industry and never received any 
superannuation. The firm promised they would look after her when she retired 
but when this happened they gave her a dinner and some glassware! She is now 
struggling purely on an aged pension.

In overcoming these barriers there are many examples of the pro-active role 
taken by older people to improve their quality of life and environment, and 
the way the local community has worked with these people to achieve these 
improvements. (See text box).
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Mr R lives in a small rural community over 400 km from Melbourne, has muscular 
dystrophy and asthma, and is cared for by Mrs R. Mr R was a dairy farmer 
before retirement, and an active member of the local branch of the Masonic 
Lodge (Freemason—Life time member 50 years), being the Grand Master and 
providing assistance to many members in the local community. Mr R was also 
heavily involved in initiating and maintaining community events such as pony club. 
During the progression of his disease, Mr R and his wife were required to modify 
their home to accommodate the ever-changing equipment to support him living at 
home. The local community, including the hospital, the Rotary Club, the Masonic 
Lodge and many local businesses, assisted Mr and Mrs R in providing funding and 
experienced trades people to refurbish the home and external environment. In 
order to access required hydrotherapy services Mr R had to travel a round trip 
of 100kms three times per week. Mrs R addressed this problem by continually 
lobbying the local council until the swimming pool installed an all abilities hoist 
chair to enable people with disabilities, such as Mr R, ease of access into the pool.

With community support Mrs R purchased a spa to assist in Mr R’s hydrotherapy 
which was necessary to maintain Mr R’s range of movement in his muscles. 
Also with community support Mr and Mrs R purchased a vehicle capable of 
transporting an electric wheelchair, which enabled Mr R to attend the local men’s 
shed, and other community activities.

Mr R’s condition has now deteriorated and he is not able to leave the house as 
often as previously. However the local Masonic Lodge and Rotary Club have set up 
a roster whereby Mr R is visited on a regular basis and is able to maintain contact 
with his local community.

Ageism is alive and well in Australia. Older people face discrimination in the 
workforce, in their communities and in the general attitude of the Australian 
population. Older people are often excluded from the life of our communities. 
This is occurring while many examples exist of the valuable contribution older 
people make to our society.

In this essay I’ve discussed some of the barriers and some of the steps available 
to improve the wellbeing of older Australians. They include more programs 
aimed at assisting older people to overcome the barriers to a positive ageing 
experience, such as those mentioned above, need to be developed and they 
need to ensure they involve the local community.

Public awareness and information campaigns need to be undertaken to 
address the often negative image portrayed of older people in the media and 
elsewhere.

As well as these initiatives of specially designed programs and public campaigns, 
we need government leadership and national policies on positive ageing for 
all older Australians to guide action in this area. Government involvement 
and leadership are vital and our national initiatives, such as the Social Inclusion 
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Board, must recognise the common and distinctive exclusions experienced by 
older people and develop specific strategies to overcome these barriers.

We now have a choice as a society. We have come to a defining moment in 
time where we can ignore the challenges posed by the ageing of Australia 
and therefore exclude a large section of our population from having real 
opportunities to age well. Or we can choose to recognise all there is to gain 
from including all aged people in the life of our communities.

Projects to ensure older people are a vital part of our society only succeed 
when the wider community is involved in a positive way, and it is clear that in 
order for older people to experience a happy, positive ageing a whole of society 
approach must be adopted. That is, government, business, churches, charitable 
organisations and the general public, must all work together with older people 
to meet the challenges and seize the opportunities offered for people to age 
well in Australia.

You matter because you are you. 
You matter till the last moment of your life, 
and we will do all we can, 
not only to help you die in peace, 
but also to live until you die.

—Dame Cicely Saunders,(1993, in Doyle et al) founder of 
the modern Palliative care discipline

References
Aged and Community Services Australia 2008, National Housing Report, 

Issue 1, 11 November.

Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006, Health of Older People in Australia 
2004–5, Cat. No. 4833.0.55.001, ABS.

Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute 2004, Housing Options 
and Independent Living: Sustainable Outcomes for People who are 
Homeless, Final Report, June.

Australian Institute of Heath and Welfare 2005, 2006 and 2007, Australia’s 
Welfare: Ageing and Aged Care.

Benetas and Deakin University 2009, Respect in an Ageing Society, 
October.

Commonwealth Department of the Treasury 2010, Intergenerational Report 
2010, February Australian Commonwealth Government, Canberra.

Thomas, E 2009, ‘The Case for Killing Granny: Rethinking end-of-life care’, 
Newsweek, 12 September 2009.



66 State of the Family—In from the Edge

Holt-Lunstad, J, Smith, T and Layton, B 2010, Social Relationships and 
Mortality Risks: A Met-analytic Review, Public Library of Social 
Medicine, July.

Kimberly, H and Simons, B 2009, The Brotherhood’s Social Barometer: 
Living the Second Fifty Years, December. Retrieved on 
21 September 2010 from http://www.bsl.org.au.

Loch, C, Sting, F, Bauer, N & Mauermann, H 2010, ‘Defusing the Time 
Bomb’, Harvard Business Review, March.

 Nelson, T (Ed.) Ageism: Stereotyping and Prejudice against Older People, 
MIT Press. ISBN 978-0-262-64057-2, 2002.

National Seniors Australia 2009, Still Putting In: Measuring the Economic 
and Social Contributions of Older Australians, May, Productive Ageing 
Centre. Retrieved on 21 September 2010 from 
http://www.productiveageing.com.au/site/publications.php

National Seniors Australia, 2010, Valuing and Keeping Older Workers, 
Productive Ageing Centre, April.

OECD 2009, Australia: highlights from OECD pensions at a glance. 
Retrieved 18 September 2009, from http://www.oecd.org/
dataoecd/8/61/43071222.pdf.

Productivity Commission 2008, Trends in Aged Care Services, September.

Doyle, D, Hanks, G & MacDonald, N (eds) 1993, ‘Foreword’ by Cicely 
Saunders, in Oxford Textbook of Palliative Medicine, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, pp. v–ix.

Vaillant, G and Mukamal, K 2001, Successful Ageing, cited in KPMG, 
Ageing and Disadvantage Report, 2007.



67A positive ageing experience—why not for all?

ag
ei

ng
 w

el
l

Alan Gruner is currently Research and Development Manager 
with Benetas, a major not for profit provider of aged and 
community care services in Victoria. For 10 years Alan was 
a senior manager with the Brotherhood of St Laurence and 
prior to this worked in local government managing a range 
of aged and community services. Alan has also lectured at 
Victoria University in the Masters program in Aged Services.

Michelle Low has over ten years experience in media and 
communications roles. Michelle was the Public Relations 
Manager at the Brotherhood of St Laurence for over five years 
and led the Media and Communications team at Alzheimer’s 
Australia Vic, before joining Benetas as Marketing and 
Communications Manager in February 2010.

About the author(s)



Mini Graff
Suburban roadhouse (sticker series). 2010
acrylic screenprint on vinyl, (in situ), Sydney
Courtesy the artist



Living well … 
more or less: 
Australia and social inclusion

Ethics and income management, investor incentives 
and bland consensus. These are some of the pots 

PETER PEARCE from Spiritus in Brisbane stirs in a provocative 
essay on wellbeing and inclusion. He ponders what it means 
to belong and to ‘live well’ and asks whether individual 
efforts and government policy are really steering Australia 
towards social inclusion for all.

People face barriers of exclusion from our society because of their 
circumstances, their ages, their backgrounds, their experience and sometimes, 
how they conduct themselves. The previous essays in this edition of Anglicare’s 
annual State of the Family Report draw attention to the factors that both 
generate poverty and reinforce barriers of exclusion. They discuss how young 
people can find themselves moving into adult lives seemingly without options 
and without the supportive and appropriate adult guidance required to develop 
sensible options. They examine how many of us—through both circumstance 
and personal history—find our confidence and agency eroding as we get 
older. Finally at the centre of this publication, is an essay that tells the story of 
bringing the excluded cultural perspective of Indigenous people into the heart 
of Anglicare WA.

None of us are, in reality, islands in this society. So there are questions we face 
together about how we live, and how we do or don’t include and consider each 
other. This essay offers a broader perspective on how we ought to live and more 
importantly, if we are living as we believe we ought.
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We do this by first acknowledging the framework for answering the question. In 
contemporary Australia, this intent is framed as social inclusion. If we believe we 
ought to live inclusively, then we need to ask if the thrust of our major social and 
economic policy is essentially inclusive. If it is, well and good—and let’s have 
more of that please. If it isn’t—if in fact how we are living is counter to how we 
believe we ought to be living—we need to find ways to change.

The second part of this analysis begins with a reflection on welfare conditionality, 
particularly the Australian Government’s expansion of income quarantining, 
which is discussed in the first essay, in terms of this test of inclusion. This essay 
finally reviews the major social and economic policy area of housing against the 
aims of building a truly inclusive society and finds it is exclusionary.

Of course, any social or national project requires the commitment and 
involvement of the constituent individuals. So how we should organise ourselves 
as a society or a nation is deeply connected to our individual aims and values.

In the lives of individuals the question—how should I live?—is foundational. It 
is the question, whether asked consciously or otherwise, that when answered 
leads people to vocational existence. The question is an invitation to think 
on what should one do with one’s life to ensure life is lived in virtue. Living a 
virtuous life is seen as the path to the eudaimonic condition where eudaimonia 
is the state of happiness that is the outcome of the noble conduct of one’s life 
as a whole (Marar, 2003).

Initially in this paper, rather than focus first on the individual I ask, what is the 
path for our national existence that would lead us to a national eudaimonic 
state? How should we live as a nation so that we are able to know our national 
life is lived nobly, in accordance with the values we hold dear?

Of course asking the how we should live question of the national collective is 
the easiest part. When the question is directed to the nation as a whole it’s easy 
to forget that, for the answer to work for the whole, requires the cooperation 
and contributions of the individual parts. That’s each of us. This is so because, 
when we answer the question how should we live as a nation; the answer 
has embedded within it a subtext of normative judgements and expectations 
about how each of us should live in order to achieve our desired national state. 
Any agreed statement of how we should live as a nation has as its subtext 
normative assertions of how a contributing citizen of this nation should live. If 
the agreed national purpose is to engage citizens ‘by connecting with people, 
using local services and participating in local civic, cultural and recreational 
activities’ (Australian Government, 2010), it is your task to become engaged 
through connections with people and so on.

It is unremarkable for any society to set up norms by which it is to be judged 
and in accordance with which citizens of that society are expected to live. 
This is essential for civility to thrive (Elias Stitching, 2000), but caution is also 
required as there is great scope for injustice in the formation and propagation of 
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those norms. Just norms are an essential ingredient for the promotion of civility 
and unjust norms are destructive of a civility goal. The challenge is finding this 
balance between that level of normative guidance required for civility while 
ensuring that the reasonable autonomy of individuals—their capacity to express 
considered non-normative identities—is not unreasonably curtailed.

Here we might have the three foundational elements on which to build an 
answer to the question: how should we live? The answer we build demonstrates 
some major elements of our civic life and tells us the extent to which they help 
us live as we should. Those three foundations are, first, an articulated vision 
for how the national life should be lived. Second, this vision must translate into 
expectations for the conduct of ordinary individual life and finally this translation 
between the national and the individual must be achievable and fair.

Contemporary Australian public policy discourse on the preferred direction 
and shape of our society—how we should live as a nation—is embodied in the 
social inclusion agenda as pursued by the Rudd government from 2007.

The Australian Government defines socially inclusive society as:

A socially inclusive society is one in which all Australians feel valued and 
have the opportunity to participate fully in the life of our society (Australian 
Government, 2010).

According to the Australian Government’s Social Inclusion Board, achieving this 
inclusive social state consists of four dimensions and we should aim for all 
Australians to have the resources, opportunities and capabilities to experience 
these four dimensions. That is to Learn (by participating in education and 
training); to participate in paid or voluntary Work (including family and carer 
responsibilities); to Engage with people, local services, civic, cultural and 
recreational activities; and Have a Voice (to influence decisions that affect them).

These dimensions are expanded into 11 aspirational and 
approach principles by the Social Inclusion Board. Without 
expanding on them here, it is those principles for action that 
take the social inclusion agenda beyond being a contemporary 
reiteration of prior equal opportunity agenda. Those principles 
and even the very high-level goal statements listed above 
include an expectation for action by individuals and the nation. 
We are encouraged to believe that our national and individual 
lives should be lived as participants; participants in learning, 
in work where work is broadly defined, in engagement with 
those with whom we share our communities and in the processes of decision 
making that affects our lives.

We are given the essence of the normative framework for an included existence 
and it is active.

“ We are encouraged to believe that 
our national and 
individual lives 
should be lived as 
participants ”
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For this to have the capacity to be both logical and fair, elements of a normative 
framework must acknowledge and enable the processes of change required 
for the nation and individuals to move from our current state—presumably 
a less including and perhaps passive state—to that of being a fully inclusive 
participant society. To do so we must first acknowledge the need and then grow 
enhanced capacity and opportunity before we require individuals embrace 
those enhanced opportunities. While there might be much of the chicken 
and the egg in this matter; it strikes as inherently unjust for public policy and 
articulated norms to require people to change their behaviour without first 
providing the means, the capacity and the opportunity to be different.

This married with the three foundation elements noted above, is the essence of 
the framework for assessing the major social and economic policies and their 
contribution or otherwise to achieving our vision for living.

This essay asks whether major areas of public policy contribute to achieving 
social inclusion goals? Do they work to advance our achievement of the national 
and individual eudaimonic state?

Later, this paper reviews contemporary housing policies with the aim of testing 
their contribution to achieving the vision of national social inclusion. We will ask 
of Australia’s approaches to housing: do they contribute positively to capacity 
and opportunity at the national and individual levels for Australians to Learn, 
Work, Engage and Have a voice?

Those same questions need to be asked of policy as it affects individuals 
and their participation in our society. Here my review of the recent income 
management initiatives introduced by Jenny Macklin, Minister for Families, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs reaches different conclusions on 
the appropriateness of these reforms than I expect would many of my Anglicare 
colleagues. I am not seeing anything particularly objectionable in these reforms 
and indeed view intervention such as this as a necessary component of the 
exercise of responsible civilising government. That being said, I do see grounds 
for caution in the event that those interventions are done badly.

In June 2010 the Senate passed the Social Security and Other Legislation 
Amendment (Welfare Reform and Reinstatement of the Racial Discrimination 
Act) Bill 2009 enabling that legislation to commence from July 2010. The 
legislation is first to be rolled out across the Northern Territory to an estimated 
20,000 people in urban, regional and remote areas—as a variation to the 
Howard Government Territory Intervention. This is to be a first step to national 
implementation of income management in disadvantaged regions. According to 
Minister Macklin ‘the legislation introduces a new non-discriminatory income 
management scheme to protect children and families and help disengaged 
youth’ (Macklin, 2010, See text box for details).
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Participants in the new income management scheme

◗◗ People aged 15 to 24 years in receipt of payments, including Newstart and 
Parenting Payment for more than three of the last six months;

◗◗ People aged 25 and above on those same payments for more than one year in 
the last two years; people referred for income management by child protection 
authorities; and

◗◗ People assessed by Centrelink social workers as requiring income management 
due to vulnerability to financial crisis, domestic violence or economic abuse.

Participants will have normal appeal rights. Age and disability support pensioners 
will not be automatically income managed (Macklin, 2010).

The development and subsequent passage of this legislation through the 
parliament into law prompted highly varied responses. Paul Kelly wrote that 
the legislation shatters ‘100 years of Labor tradition’ (Kelly, 2010). Noel Pearson 
(2010) said ‘Jenny Macklin led the nation across the Rubicon this week, from 
unconditional to conditional welfare’, while Eva Cox wrote of the then proposed 
legislation’s exemption provisions:

‘gaining exemptions from quarantining will require their proving 
competence so the assumptions is guilt until the recipient can prove 
innocence e.g. by having to ask your child’s school for evidence of your 
child’s attendance. How embarrassing!’ (Cox, 2010).

These income management reforms are clearly contentious which is as it 
should be. Make no mistake; these reforms are a significant intervention by the 
state into the private decisions and choices of selected groups of citizens. The 
autonomy of those selected groups is meaningfully curtailed. These facts in 
themselves do not render the reforms invalid but they are enough upon which to 
base the claim that contention and ongoing contestation is essential. Especially 
when it’s the already poor and possibly excluded that are having their autonomy 
curtailed. We need to try to understand why this is happening and, if it can be 
right, how that can be explained.

I spoke earlier about just norms being an essential ingredient for the promotion 
of civility just as unjust norms are destructive of a civility goal. The essence 
of the income management reforms is an effort to recreate social norms such 
that extended dependence on welfare income becomes non-normative. The 
question is: is that fair in principle and then—even if the principle is accepted—
is it fair in practice? Differing interpretations of these questions are what lead to 
the differences in view expressed above.

The income management reforms are an example of coercive state intervention 
in the private lives of citizens for the purpose of changing behaviour. In effect, 
a public engagement in cognitive behaviour management. At its most innocent 
this is in fact a regular activity of the state. Citizens are taxed with the goal 



74 State of the Family—In from the Edge

of changing consumption behaviour. They are subjected to advertising aimed 
at changing unhealthy behaviours. And at another level citizens are deterred 
from criminal behaviour through the prospect of state administered punitive 
sanctions. As a society we follow certain rules, and we have ways to enforce 
them. Some of those ways involve the law, others involve public opprobrium 
and, by and large, the closer one adheres to normative expectations, the more 
likely one is to be included.

There is nothing improper in this at the level of principle (Rachels, 2010). Noting 
that the more diverse we are as a society, and the more we appreciate that 
diversity, the more complicated those normative judgements can be.

Of course, if you don’t believe that, (in addition to the State owing obligations 
to all citizens) each citizen has the obligation to adhere to social norms that 
advance the social purpose and that it’s acceptable for the State to intervene 
in favour of those norms—income management will be anathema to you. This 
is the essence of the objection put forward by Eva Cox, the Australian Council 
of Social Service (ACOSS) and others (ACOSS, 2010). These alternative views 
do not allow for any expectation of reciprocity in the citizen-state relationship 
and so can not see a justifiable basis for state intervention in private income 
management decision making.

Without a doubt, there is considerable opposition to these reforms. Much of this 
opposition is based in the human rights world view. Of course everyone has 
rights but with each of those rights comes an obligation to our fellows and to 
the extent that obligations are neglected, the practical capacity to realise each 
corresponding right is diminished. Everyone has the right to secure, affordable 
housing and everyone has the obligation to live in that secure affordable housing 
in a manner that acknowledges and respects the neighbours’ right to quiet 
enjoyment. Forget your obligation to your neighbours and they’ll want you gone 
from your suddenly not so secure housing. There is nothing improper in that. 
It’s reciprocity in action.

It’s only fair to acknowledge here that the expectation of reciprocity springs from 
a contractarian world view, which not everyone shares.

I mentioned above that I view properly implemented interventions such as 
the income management reforms as a necessary component of the exercise 
of responsible civilising government. It would be a cowardly abrogation of 
responsibility for any government, community or citizen to sit by and watch 
while young people slide into the pit of long-term, passive welfare dependence. 
Unfortunately this abrogation is all too common and is frequently explained 
away with the rhetoric of human rights. Sometimes our institutions and each 
of us are called upon to have the courage to intervene, coercively if needed, 
to assist our fellows to find a productive social pathway. Frequently difficult, 
regularly criticised but imperative actions nonetheless. If we are to live 
inclusively it is our duty to intervene when our fellows are at risk of being 
trapped on pathways that we all know will diminish their opportunities for an 
included existence.
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To do this cruelly is never justified in a civilised society, which is why the 
language employed and the processes through which activities such as these 
matter so much. If the language and processes deployed to achieve changed 
behaviour are cruel and undignified; if the expectations of changed behaviour 
are simply beyond the reach of those upon whom the expectation is laden; 
if resources are not deployed to support development of capability and time 
allowed for capability to grow, the process is unfair in practice—even when 
justified in principle. The major risk here is that unfair practice is highly likely 
to produce exclusionary outcomes. It is also probably fair to say that other 
opponents of this welfare reform project, including many in the Anglicare 
network, are objecting precisely because they see it as an unfair initiative, 
matched with inadequate resources.

Being afraid of getting it wrong is no excuse for not acting when it’s necessary. 
I applaud Minister Macklin’s courage. Done properly these reforms—in my 
view—should add to the capacity of people to learn, work, engage and have 
a voice.

Of course income support for the most disengaged and disadvantaged members 
of our society is only one of the ways we deal with barriers to inclusion. If the 
delivery of that income support on a conditional basis is an individual contract 
around how we should live, the Australian approach to housing provides a 
broader reflection of our social commitment to inclusiveness.

If the circumstances are right, we would be able to see that housing operates 
in a manner consistent with our view of how we should live. In an inclusive 
society, the housing market will demonstrate qualities and ways of operating that 
promote a viable combination of work, learning, engagement and participation.

However, a few of that market’s defining characteristics suggest we have a 
very long way to go as the text box shows. By credible measure our major 
metropolitan housing markets are the least affordable in the world, with every 
major market in Australia assessed as ‘severely unaffordable’ or worse (Cox & 
Pavletich, 2010).

◗◗ Of the twenty advanced economies tracked by the Economist, Australian 
housing is the most over valued.

◗◗ The average dwelling has grown from slightly less than 150 square metres in 
1984 to 215 square metres—the largest the world.

◗◗ About 95 per cent of these households, whether owner occupied or rented, are 
supplied through the private housing market

One could go on but enough for now. What these data show is that Australian 
housing is unaffordable and over valued. At the same time it has grown to be 
the largest in the world while accommodating on average a diminishing number 
of people.
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This is not a sensible set of conditions upon which to base the supply of a major 
life essential and it is not likely to be a platform from which inclusion can grow.

It follows as a matter of logic that secure accommodation is a prerequisite for 
living an included life. If one is to engage with work or learning, with the life 
of one’s community and so on, this is only likely to be possible from a base of 
reasonably secure accommodation.

In the Australian context the most secure form of accommodation is 
freehold title. If you want to be sure of your ongoing tenure in any particular 
accommodation, you are best served by owning it. This is perhaps part of the 
explanation for the relatively high levels of home ownership in Australia but it 
also illustrates the beginning of a problem for many. For some, home ownership 
is not the preferred option and for others, even when it is preferred it is not 
affordable. This latter aspect is exacerbated as affordability declines.

The alternative to home ownership is residential tenancy either as a sole tenant 
or in shared housing. The shared housing option is broken down further into 
co-tenancies—where all residents of the accommodation sign and are equally 
responsible under one tenancy agreement; sub-tenancies—where the head 
tenant is responsible to the lessor/agent and the subtenants are responsible to the 
head tenant; and boarding houses and rooming style student accommodation 
(Griffith University, 2008).

If we accept that secure accommodation is a valuable contributor to the 
capacity to engage in the life of one’s community and so on, we see readily that 
accommodation supplied as residential tenancy presents challenges. Statistics 
show that renters were three times more likely than owner-occupiers to have 
changed address in the last 12 months. (National Housing Supply Council, 
2008). More than likely, this figure would be higher for lower income earners, 
and in particular, those in shared accommodation, than renters as a group.

ABS figures show approximately 14.9 per cent of private renters reported having 
no formal lease or tenure (Cat No. 4130.0.55.002, pp 49-50, cited in Carr & 
Tennant, 2010). Of those that did, 16.5 per cent had an agreement on a month 
to month basis, 17.7 per cent had an agreement for the duration of six months, 
38.2 per cent for 12 months, 3.7 per cent for another fixed term and 7.5 per 
cent had an indefinite tenure (Anglican Community Services Commission 
(ACSC), 2010). It is improbable that one can change accommodation regularly 
and, at the same time, form strong and engaging work, community and other 
connections.

As noted above, the vast majority of residential tenancies are supplied through 
the private rental market with less than 5 per cent of all tenancies supplied via 
public housing authorities. Despite the recent stimulus investment into social 
housing, that percentage is not forecast to rise. While there are strong arguments 
made that the proportion of community and public housing (which can offer 
security of tenure) should be grown, no such fundamental change is on the 
horizon, let alone imminent.

“ secure accommodation is a prerequisite for 
living an included life.”
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Consequently, of the slightly more than 30 per cent of the population who take 
their accommodation through tenancies, more than 95 per cent are dependent 
for their accommodation on investors and for their security of tenure on tenancy 
law. They are likely to remain so.

This presents two problems for the goal of building inclusion—accepting that 
secure accommodation, which is built upon security of tenure, is a prerequisite 
for living an included life.

The first problem is that Australian private tenancy law does not provide for the 
prospect of lifetime tenancy.

Generally, a private tenant renting through an exclusive occupancy arrangement 
can be required to move from private rental accommodation with limited notice 
at the end of the formal rental period without any cause being required. This 
reflects the essence of Australian tenancy law. It is established to govern a 
commercial transaction between a buyer (the tenant) and a seller (the lessor) 
and has as its purpose a requirement to balance those interests. It does not have 
at its foundation the goal of lifetime tenure and so will always render tenancy to 
be a lesser option than home ownership for those who value security of tenure.

The second is that investors primarily invest in housing to make money. This 
primary motivation is illustrated in the following:

Recent research has confirmed that equity growth or capital gains are the 
key motivations for [property] investors and that subsequently, intentions 
to invest or disinvest are, in the vast majority of cases, also driven by these 
economic factors and not by tenancy law. (Carr & Tennant, 2010)

There is nothing wrong with investors being primarily motivated by investment 
goals. That is what investors do. However, when confronted with a choice 
between investment goals and the security of tenure of a tenant, the average 
investor will elect to follow the investment path. All other things being equal, 
the tenant will only have security of tenure while it is in the investors interests 
for that to be so. The problem here is that investor interests is the basis of supply 
of accommodation for so many people.

As the Anglican Community Services Commission in the Diocese of Brisbane 
has observed elsewhere, this dominance of economic factors over tenancy 
law suggests that economic incentives are needed to more effectively achieve 
greater housing security. In a similar vein the government’s National Rental 
Affordability Scheme offers tax incentives for private investors to price rentals at 
20 per cent below market rates for 10 year tenancies. Such initiatives suggest that 
there is a lot more we could and should be doing. For example, tax incentives 
could be used to encourage investors to provide longer tenancies, and may 
also reduce rental costs. This could be achieved by linking capital gains tax on 
the sale of rental properties to the length of tenancies. Against the foregone tax 
revenue, is the cost savings to the government in terms of the reduced level of 
legal costs, reduced negative impact on employment and social networks and 
less homelessness (ACSC, 2010).
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If promoting a capacity for inclusion is to be an ongoing goal, we could also 
do well to look again at the foundations of private residential tenancy law. The 
purpose would be to try to find ways of reforming private tenancy law to narrow 
the gap in the quality of tenure security offered through tenancy as compared 
to ownership. Providing citizens with more than one option for truly secure 
accommodation would surely contribute to a capacity for inclusion.

It is noted above but deserves repeating here: by credible measure, Australia’s 
major metropolitan housing markets are the least affordable in the world. 
Connect this fact with the observations on tenancy set out above and it’s 
apparent that for many, the secure housing that is a prerequisite for living an 
included life will be hard for many to find and afford in a major Australian city.

There are two general categories of person engaged with ownership of real 
property in Australia; those that have as their primary concern ownership of 
somewhere to live a secure and satisfying life; and those who wish to make 
money. And it is this latter set of interests that dominates the housing market 
and even our collective psychology on housing. Again, there is nothing wrong 
with investors seeking to profit from their investments but there is a body of 
nonsense in thinking that escalating house prices, which benefit those investors, 
are of benefit to us all. For this to be true we all have to be real property 
investors and we’re not. For those who are primarily concerned with owning 
somewhere to live a secure and satisfying life, have achieved ownership and 
are not looking to leverage their housing equity for other investing purposes, 
housing investment growth simply doesn’t matter. For those seeking to start on 
the ownership path, constantly escalating house prices are a major barrier to 
entry. To the extent that home ownership connects to security of housing tenure 
and security is a prerequisite for living an included life, the modern pattern of 
Australian housing unaffordability is not conducive of inclusion.

Affordable housing first requires affordable land. As an illustration, in South 
East Queensland land cost as a proportion of the total cost of a new home rose 
from 48 per cent in 1983 to 60 per cent in 2009 (Copp, 2010). The main drivers 
for this increase in the actual and proportionate cost of land were growth in 
infrastructure charges, introduction of the goods and services tax, growth in cost 
of sales and growth in developers’ margins. This last item contributed the largest 
increment of change in proportionate cost. Land development is a business and 
businesses operate on a profit maximising premise. While it is unremarkable 
that the development industry has sought to increase margins over time—their 
shareholders would expect nothing less—it remains true that this increase is a 
major driver on deteriorating affordability. One change in government policy 
that coincides with the sharp decline in the affordability of land is withdrawal of 
government from the residential land market. It used to be that, in Queensland 
at least, government developed residential housing estates with individual lots 
sold via land ballots. This is a useful engagement for governments to reconsider 
as a means of bringing competitive price pressure back into the land market.

The affordability of housing is also an outcome of housing efficiency where 
efficiency is measured as the number of square metres of housing provided 

“ One change in government policy that coincides with the sharp 
decline in the affordability of land 
is withdrawal of government from 
the residential land market.”
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per person accommodated. The current average house of 215 square metres 
accommodating only 2.56 people is inefficient when compared with the average 
from 1985 (162 square metres accommodating approximately 3.5 people source 
ABS, 2005). Our current average space allocation per person is 83.9 square 
metres compared to 46.2 sq m in 1985. That is an increase of 55 per cent. Extra 
space costs more and our desire for extra space is contributing to the decline 
in affordability.

There is much more that can be said about affordability than room here permits. 
The material set out above should be sufficient to illustrate that affordability or 
the absence thereof impacts on the capacity for inclusion.

Secure housing tenure is a key component of establishing roots in and 
connection to a community of place. Belonging somewhere is the beginning of 
living an included life. Anything that diminishes the capacity for that belonging 
is counter to the inclusiveness goal. As home ownership is the current pathway 
to security of tenure, the economic and social policies that support over valued 
and unaffordable housing make ours an exclusive rather than inclusive society. 
In addition to addressing the purchase price of housing, reviewing of tenancy 
law, emphasising increased security of tenure and growing the supply of both 
public and community housing would make our society more broadly inclusive.

In the foregoing I have asked the questions how should we live and more 
importantly, are we living as we believe we should?

I have adopted an abridged sense of the 
Social Inclusion Board’s understanding 
of the notion of social inclusion as being 
the contemporary Australian statement 
on how should we live. I have concluded 
that this interpretation of social inclusion 
incorporates a notion of reciprocity and that 
this then requires action by both state and 
citizen for inclusion to be achievable. This 
statement on social inclusion can be contested but for now has been accepted 
as a practical reality informing policy reform in Australia.

To test the degree of acceptance of the notion of reciprocity I have considered 
recent changes to the Social Security Act. While I find these reforms necessary, 
acceptable and even compelling in some circumstances, I acknowledge that 
others don’t. These are hotly contested matters about which there is little if 
any consensus. For a few reasons that’s not a bad thing. Former British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher said something to the effect that consensus is that 
to which nobody objects and about which nobody cares. We should care 
about these things and a vigorous pluralist contest characterised by anything but 
Mrs Thatcher’s consensus should be our goal. That’s engagement.

Finally, I have looked at current policy and practice in the area of housing, as 
a test of our broader public policy commitment to social inclusion and found 
that rather than simply failing to measure up it would seem to be heading 

“ …our broader public policy commitment to social inclusion, 
rather than simply failing to 
measure up, seems to be heading 
in the wrong direction…”
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in the wrong direction. However, while the Rudd government’s homelessness 
strategy and its social and affordable housing initiatives were well received by 
those in the sector, the broader issues of housing supply and affordability, while 
acknowledged, were not a matter of policy debate in the recent federal election.

It is harder to make the case for putting conditions on welfare recipients, as a 
part of a contract for participation and inclusion, when secure and affordable 
housing—with all that implies regarding one’s capacity to participate—is 
increasingly out of reach nonetheless.

The notion of living as we ought, cuts both ways and affects all people. In 
looking at welfare reform and the housing market it seems clear that the social 
inclusion agenda needs to be embraced more broadly and more coherently if 
it is to lead us to a national eudaimonic state.
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Folding in the edges

Conclusion to In from the Edge
When Anglicare Australia prepares its State of the Family Report it means it’s time 
to assess where this year has brought our community. One way or another, these 
Reports—Anglicare has been producing them since 2001—ask ‘do we know what 
has been happening?’ They mostly also try to ask: ‘why is this happening to these 
people and what might be done to make difference’?

In the conclusion to last year’s report Beyond Economics, I argued that the 
challenge we faced, as the Global Financial Crisis faded as a threat to Australia’s 
economic wellbeing, was to maintain the social generosity, compassion and 
environmental frugality that had been so recently impressed on everyone.

But politics rather than policy has dominated the public space in 2010.

As the impact of the financial crisis diminished, the urgent moral challenge of 
climate change was put on hold, the threat of new taxes, alarm at boat arrivals, 
and the fear of change on a number of fronts competed for the media space. Then 
the Prime Minister was changed on the back of an unwinnable media rating, and 
the subsequent election campaign focussed on appealing to uncommitted voters 
in marginal electorates.

Foreign policy, Australia’s place in the world, the global outlook hardly rated a 
mention. Profound domestic issues such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people and homelessness—both to the fore in the 2007 federal election—were 
barely raised. Education electioneering did not focus on improved literacy and 
better support for those at the edge of learning but whether new school halls 
were value for money and how school uniforms could be made more affordable.

The social inclusion agenda, something that reflects the values and mission of 
Anglicare Australia and our network’s members, was a feature of the 2007 federal 
election. It was virtually absent from this one. As Anglicare Sydney CEO Peter Kell 
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argued when launching the State of Sydney report in July, it was a race for the 
middle which ignored the most vulnerable. And so I find myself wondering if 
the near miss of a larger economic downtown and the loss of momentum for the 
climate change project have conspired with the political contest to overwhelm 
the generosity and compassion I wrote about last year, and turn too many of us 
back in on ourselves.

What our work across the network tells us about social inclusion has been, in one 
way or another, the underlying theme of all our State of the Family reports. This 
year I detect a shift in the essays. No longer is the question ‘what is happening?’ 
No longer is the answer ‘we’ll have to get some data’ or ‘we have to tell someone 
who can do something’. The question seems to have shifted again. This year the 
essays, written by people living and working among those on the margins of our 
community, seem to asking: ‘why are we letting this happen?’

The 2010 State of the Family essays are about people living on the edges of this 
society. Some of those edges need to be folded in to the centre, in other cases 
those of us in the centre need to become more comfortable at the edge.

Josey Hansen’s story has much to teach us about moving in different worlds and 
the stark differences between the two worlds in which she walks. Her words 
give us insight into what we need to bring the two elements, sand and concrete, 
together for mutual understanding. It is clear from her essay that most of that 
work is currently one way. Isn’t it time the rest of us took a turn? Even one small 
gesture, tucked away in Josey’s story, of learning a few words in local Aboriginal 
language would be a start.

Perhaps it’s time we took a turn at being uncomfortable, at walking and talking 
in new ways.

Jo Flanagan’s essay tells of people truly on the edge—those seeking emergency 
relief from charities, not once after a flood or earthquake, but too frequently 
the only way to regularly stretch the budget especially over a cold Tasmanian 
winter. Yet it also brings us a message about who gives and who receives. 
Despite his need, Jo’s friend and neighbour contributes on so many fronts to the 
neighbourhood he and his family now call home.

So many times we assume simplistic polarisations. In a complex world to think 
in black and white is comforting. But seeking such simplicity is misleading. The 
debate about welfare recipients versus tax payers is one such false dichotomy. 
Most people will pay taxes at some stage in their lives and most will receive 
payments from the government via the welfare system at other times. Many 
Australians pay taxes and receive benefits simultaneously through transfers such 
as the family tax benefit payments.

The ability to contribute is a basic human need, it contributes in turn to dignity. If 
we met Jo’s neighbour in the emergency relief centre we might just see someone 
in need. Similarly when we work with someone with a disability it is easy to think 
that the care is all one way. The dignity of giving a gift to a carer at Christmas, 
of providing vegetables to neighbours, or offering a fun place for local kids to 
hang out after school should never be ignored when we seek out the full person.
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The Tasmanian emergency relief experience—the effects of the corporatisation 
of utilities—is being seen by others in the network across the country. In Western 
Australia it is driving a large percentage of people seeking emergency relief. The 
impacts of this policy are often not mentioned in our headlong rush towards 
business models. We need to include environmental costs in the costs of utilities 
such as water and electricity even though we know that this increases the 
cost to consumers. Are we courageous enough to factor in the social costs of 
privatisation as well? Much of the recent rise in the costs of utilities has been 
about profitability not environmental gain. As environmental externalities are 
factored in to prices as well, is it too much to ask that people on very low 
incomes are not disproportionately affected?

Human dignity is irrevocably entwined with the ability to play an active role 
in our communities. However, sometimes that notion is used as a counter to 
arguments about the adequacy of welfare payments. We need to open our eyes 
wider to different forms of contribution: from older people, carers, volunteers, 
and even the guerrilla gardeners.

In some of these essays it is clear that the comfortable centre needs to walk closer 
to the edge. Josey’s story points to this. In others, such as Lynne Graham’s, it is 
obvious that none of us would ever want to be on the edges she describes; as are 
so many young people brought up in care. These are the edges we must bring in. 
Doing so requires more work from those with the inside running: us, you and me.

Lynne’s work with young people shows us that far from new technology and 
systems building a more inclusive society they can, if not evenly accessible, drive 
young people further towards the edges. Her essay tells us of the many ways 
in which busy modern lives and contemporary structures—the casualised jobs 
and complex family structures—can exclude young people and begin a lifelong 
pattern of disadvantage. If our society knows that these developments are likely 
to disadvantage a young person’s ability to grow, flourish and reach their full 
potential then surely we should challenge their inevitability. We should not resent 
providing the extra support, for example that a student struggling with learning 
disabilities requires.

The essay from Alan Gruner and Michelle Low points out that all is not always 
rosy at the other end of the life course either. Perhaps most disturbing is finding 
that those living close to the edge early in life are more likely to be on the edge 
as they age. Alan and Michelle show the positives of ageing but too often the 
rest of society pushes older people to the edge; excluding and assuming there is 
no value left after retirement. This is especially damaging when picked up and 
internalised by older people themselves. The haunting quote from the Melbourne 
woman—‘I just want to die’—spoke volumes. She was unable to see how her life 
could still be fulfilling and valuable.

This essay shows also us an optimistic view that ageism isn’t a fait accompli. Older 
people are combating it in their communities and in residential aged care every 
day. There is no need for people to move to the edges simply because of their 
age. Yet too much of society seems to be driving them that way. The plea at the 
end of this essay for broader understanding echoes the need for the middle to 
include the edges, to put them at the centre of our plans.
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The last essay from Peter Pearce examines the ancient question of how we ought 
to live. It can be contended that a life lived without addressing this question is 
one barely lived at all. We come full circle in Peter’s essay in some respects 
and also see the diversity of the Anglicare network. What unites the network 
is agreement on the bigger picture outcomes; although we often have diverse 
views as to how those are best reached. The agreed outcome in this case is that 
no one would aspire to a life on welfare, disconnected from family, community 
or society. Peter’s essay examines the currently contentious income management 
issues, first raised in Jo Flanagan’s essay, to articulate our individual responsibility 
to include ourselves.

What Peter’s essay then points out is that rental is the poor relation of the property 
market. We know that home ownership is not an option for a growing number 
of us, but lives built around rental accommodation are much less secure than for 
those purchasing their own homes. A secure place to live underpins so much of 
what brings people in from the edges—good mental and physical health, a job, 
strong community networks. Even recognition at the local shop. That our tenancy 
system supports wealth creation over this security is something to concern us all.

Yet despite Anglicare’s 2010 Rental Snapshot finding that the capital cities of 
Adelaide, Canberra and Brisbane and the state of Tasmania no longer have 
affordable private rent for people on government benefits, this crisis in housing 
affordability did not feature in the recent election campaign.


The unusual result of the 2010 campaign saw the major parties negotiating with 
a small crossbench to form a minority government. One of the key interests 
of that crossbench is the wellbeing of people and communities in rural and 
regional Australia. And so the notion in this year’s State of the Family Report, 
of uniting the middle with the edges of our society, is reflected in that shift of 
political power and interest from the city to the regions, as well as pointing to 
government shifts in priorities.

This shift in power is not a certain thing. The anger expressed from many 
quarters, at the centre being displaced by minor players at the 2010 election, 
suggests we are challenged to our core when the centre no longer steers 
direction.

If it survives, however, this minority government offers an enhanced role to the 
Parliament and all parliamentarians. It offers every member of the parliament, 
at least potentially, the power to influence the public policy agenda. It makes 
the detail of policy and legislation contestable.

We know that local communities see the challenges and impossibilities that 
confront some of our oldest and youngest citizens. We know that the voice of 
local communities can resound in the halls of our parliaments, and through 
the public space of the media. While the federal election campaign this year 
perhaps focussed too much on the few voices of marginal seats, the new 
political paradigm at least has the potential to act as a forum for many more 
voices. A democracy in action.
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Except the measure of that democracy is not simply about the voices. The 
measure is whether we can seize the opportunity that a chorus of voices 
presents, to fashion a broader momentum for change. As these essays point 
out, at the centre of this change, the highest priority for policy development 
and reform has to be the interests and the wellbeing of the most vulnerable 
members of our society.

If we are looking at the law that governs the wealth of home, that wealth is 
something of fundamental importance to all of us. And that law is shaped 
through our parliaments.

Similarly, if we look at how our economy supports the wellbeing of everyone, 
then the vitality and the regulation of that economy is the work of government. 
And government is accountable to its parliament, as well as directly to the 
people.

It is governments too that set the level of income support that forms our safety 
net. And it is the parliament that can hold government to account if income 
is manifestly inadequate and if paths out of the safety net aren’t available and 
appropriate.

We need to take leadership and expect leadership on big issues. Leadership on 
the kind of society we plan to be. On how we ensure that the contribution of 
everyone—from the original people of this continent to the newest arrival—is 
both welcome and valued. And on ensuring that the intrinsic value of the very 
continent itself isn’t squandered through thoughtless—ultimately meaningless—
waste.

And until we express this, own this, as you and I, as me, we will never get 
there. Outsourcing concern or blame to society or the community—or even 
parliamentarians—makes it all the easier for us to continue to invoke ‘the other’. 
To feel that ‘we’ and ‘ours’ are different from people who are homeless, or 
from young people in care, or from displaced and newly arrived families or 
Aboriginal and Torres Straits Islander people. That somehow what we want for 
our families and ourselves is different to what they want; that as humankind we 
don’t all share similar aspirations for our common humanity. When we realise 
this—truly recognise our connectedness—we are on the way to embracing the 
profound reform to which these essays irresistibly lead.

It is for that reason we have put Josey Hansen’s 
‘A Journey between Sand and Concrete’ at 
the heart of this report. The arguments we 
make for broader change will ring hollow 
if we don’t try to ensure an Aboriginal and 
Torres Straits Islander world view is at the heart 
of our work too.

Kasy Chambers
Executive Director
Anglicare Australia
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Twenty community sector organisations and Bendigo Bank joined forces in 
2002 to establish Community Sector Banking (CSB). The ongoing support of 
this founding consortium ensures that CSB’s growing business remains true to its 
original vision—to promote positive social change by sustaining and extending 
the community sector.

Since its inception, CSB has grown to be one of Australia’s most successful and 
significant social enterprises. It also remains Australia’s only banking service 
owned by and dedicated to the community sector.

CSB is delighted to support and be associated with In from the Edge, Anglicare 
Australia’s State of the Family Report for 2010. These annual reports make an 
important contribution to the development of a more socially inclusive Australia.

www.csbanking.com.au


